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Abstract 
Running was a traditional role to share messages among the Dakelh communities of northern 
British Columbia. This role has been lost due to colonialism. The injustices of colonialism have 
resulted in challenges for Indigenous peoples’ health and well-being. Despite colonialism, the 
benefits of running for the mind, body, and spirit remain. However, the role that running played 
in the spiritual health of Indigenous people has remained unexplored. This research is an 
autoethnographic study about myself and the role of running in my life. I am situating myself 
within my Dakelh cultural context. I use decolonizing and Indigenous methodologies as a 
foundation for my research, drawing on my own experiences to express my testimony about 
transformation. My data includes my personal reflective journals and an interview. I analyzed 
these two sets of data by situating my experiences within the context of my culture. The themes 
identified include: 1) Space for self-reflection and responding to the world around me, (2) 
Relationships and encouragement, (3) My connection to something greater, (4) Honour my life 
enough to love myself, and (5) Creating space to fully express myself. This research fills a gap in 
Indigenous specific literature because spiritual health is not widely discussed in the physical 
activity literature and the running literature connected to Indigenous people. This thesis 
concludes that running has proven beneficial to me through the mental, emotional, physical, and 
spiritual areas of my health and well-being. Given the role that running has played in my 
transformation journey, I recommend more research that explores the role of running or other 
sports as processes for transformation of Indigenous people to explore the understandings of 
spirit as it relates to holistic health among Indigenous people living in Northern British 
Columbia. 
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“one hopes that through sharing some of the intimate details of one’s spirit, that it also opens 
possibilities for compassion, kindness, and greater levels of understanding” (McIvor 2010, 
p.142). 
 
Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 Many Indigenous1 people, including me, have been subject to significant health 
disparities, social inequalities and injustices throughout our lives as a result of colonization and 
the encroachment of explorers, settlers, the establishment of Indian residential schools, and 
industrial development on our traditional territories. These atrocities resulted in an interference 
with our ability to sustain ourselves as self-determining people. Indian Residential Schools and 
other institutions were explicitly designed to ‘kill the Indian in the child’ (see Churchill, 2004; & 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015) and the legacy of colonialism that they 
left affected and continues to affect the health of Indigenous people. Indian residential schools 
left deep scars within Indigenous communities. Family and community structures were 
disrupted, cultures and traditions devalued and lost, and trauma from the abuses experienced in 
these institutions carried over into future generations. My ancestors and family suffered from this 
tragic dark history. 
I am from the Dakelh community of Stellaquo in north central British Columbia. I refer 
to my community and the Dakelh in more detail in Chapter 2. The disruption of community 
                                                
1 There are several definitions for the term Indigenous. A working definition that is commonly used is: Indigenous 
communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial 
societies that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now 
prevailing in those territories, or parts of them. … and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, and 
their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural 
patterns, social institutions and legal systems (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004) 
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structures due to the legacy of colonialism has led to a loss of traditional roles (see Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015) and can be associated with poor health outcomes. 
Some research exists that documents how the reclaiming of traditional roles and practices can 
influence the health of Indigenous people (Wagner, Epoo, Nastapoka, & Harney, 2007). Indeed, 
as Smith (1999) notes,  
…a vital aspect of self-determination relates to our history as Indigenous peoples and a 
critique of how we’ve been represented or excluded in accounts. We want to tell our own 
stories, write our own versions, in our own ways, for our own purposes. It is not simply 
about giving oral accounts or naming land and events but a powerful need to restore a 
spirit, to bring back into existence a world fragmented. (p.28) 
 
Among the Dakelh and Wet’suwet’en of Northern British Columbia running was a 
traditional role within a community for the purpose of passing along messages to neighbouring 
communities. My personal and community knowledge says that Francis Casimel of Stellaquo 
and Johnny David of Moricetown held these roles within their communities. Indeed, many 
traditional roles changed rapidly, or were lost, as a result of colonization. Despite the ongoing 
effects of colonialism, in the video Heliset Hale: Marathon for Suicide Prevention, (2013), Kelly 
Paul discusses how the benefits of running for the mind, body and spirit remain throughout the 
ages. I will discuss this more completely in Chapter 2 in the Literature Review.  
I see running as representing one reclamation of traditions from which favourable health 
outcomes flow. Running has been very important in the lives of Dakelh for purposes of 
communication, trade, and warfare, as well as passing on information about those who passed 
away and for inviting people to the Bahlats. The Bahlats is a socio-political institution practiced 
by the Dakelh, described on the Stellat’en First Nation, (n.d.) website:  
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In the beginning, at the time of Ustas, the Bahlats was not yet known by this name. 
Instead the people spoke of the “big gathering” du’ghe’telh-dulh, to describe the 
congregation of several families at an important meeting. At these meetings, you would 
have talks to settle problems in the village and were given food afterwards. The 
du’ghe’hu’telhdulh became the way to settle important disputes between families. In this 
way they governed the people and the land. As well as a method of the government, it 
was the time for the leaders to make plans for the people as well as to “put up a big give 
away.”  
 
However, little research specifically explores the link between running, an activity the 
Dakelh used to practice more regularly, and the holistic health of the Dakelh. The Dakelh see 
physical, mental, spiritual and mental health as interconnected. Additionally, little research 
documents the role of spirit in the health of the Dakelh people. My personal interpretation is that 
everything comes from spirit.  My personal understanding of spirit is that, as a spiritual being, I 
am connected to something greater than myself, and connected to something that gives me 
insight, wisdom and the intuitiveness to connect with others, myself and my life. When I am in 
this space I can truly express myself without limitations. Additionally, my understanding of self 
is that I am more of a spiritual being than a physical being. For the Métis, Bartlett (2005, p.25) 
says, “spiritual practice [is] a powerful way to connect with one’s inner peacefulness.” This is 
true for me. This thesis is about recovering and returning to the path I was always predestined to 
follow. This leads me to ask: What role has running and spirit played, and continues to play, in 
my health and transformation of me as a Dakelh woman?  
Traditionally, the role of a Dakelh messenger was that of a man. I discuss the experiences 
of two men who were messengers for their communities further in my writing. However, in the 
21st century some concepts and aspects of Dakelh culture have moved forward in such a way that 
I can situate myself as a Dakelh woman and runner in a role as messenger. I note that I as an 
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Indigenous woman am not stuck in the past, although I remain connected to traditions that hold 
the test of time such as sharing messages that bring hope and guidance to others as it did in the 
past.  
These tenets of Dakelh culture are not static but vital to keeping the Dakelh culture and 
traditions alive. Gender does not form a large basis of my thesis. However, throughout my thesis, 
I introduce myself as a woman and acknowledge that this thesis is based on the experiences of a 
Dakelh woman. I share this part of me as a way of connecting with my readers, as it is a part of 
what makes me who I am. In doing so, I also provide context to my experiences, and share what 
being a Dakelh woman means to me. However, in some of my writing, especially in Chapter 4, I 
highlight myself as a person, with no specific emphasis on gender. It is my intention to move 
beyond gender, and write in such a manner that all people can connect with my writing. In my 
writing I explore feelings, emotions, and holistic health, something I believe is of concern to all 
people. It is my hope that by writing in this way, my message will relate to all, regardless of 
gender. I would like to encourage my audience to reflect on how the concepts of health, running, 
spirit, and transformation play out in their own lives so that my writing will encourage my 
audience to consider the many contexts and communities that influence their lives.  
This work is a testament to my personal journey of decolonization through my own 
experiences and the links between three key and defining areas of my life: i) my running 
experiences, ii) my search for holistic health, and iii) my personal healing and transformation 
journey. As this thesis is a documentation of my personal journey, I will define the terms health 
and decolonization as I understand them. When using the term health, I refer to a holistic 
approach to well-being which comprises the mental, emotional, physical and spiritual 
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components of myself. In this thesis, when I use the word decolonization, I am referring to the 
process of reclaiming a practice that was disrupted by the colonial legacy that has affected, and 
continues to affect, the lives of Indigenous people in Canada. For me, decolonization is a process 
of unlearning the societal ideals and cultural norms and habits that have been harmful to me. As 
such, I understand decolonization to be a process of returning to the spirit of who I am and a 
process of unlearning ideas and cultural norms that have been harmful and limiting to me. I am 
discovering a reclamation of the power that I already had, but did not realize I had, because of 
colonization in my own life and community. By sharing my life experiences, I am sharing like 
Cardinal (2016 p. 87) my “…personal narrative [and this] is a powerful act of decolonization. By 
speaking from this space of self we can improve relationships, reduce prejudices, encourage 
personal accountability, and promote social and cultural change.” Resiliency, overcoming and 
transformation are the messages I want to share in this thesis.  
The Merriam Webster Online Dictionary defines transformation as “to change 
[something] completely and usually in a good way” (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 
2017b). I am transformed when I am connected and fully present to myself, others and life; this 
is when new possibilities show up in my life. The account I share in my thesis is one of 
transformation.   
 The Merriam Webster Dictionary defines crisis as “[violent] attack of pain, distress, or 
disordered function” (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2017a).  In other words, a crisis can  
be considered a turning point in one’s life. While crisis does not mark my entire life, there were 
events in my life that catapulted me from crisis into learning about myself and ‘what makes me 
tick’. I know this as there were times when I did not notice, nor understand, how I could learn 
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from a crisis. There were key events that took place in my life that triggered crises and I will 
share these experiences in my thesis. Chan, Chan, & Ng (2006) state, “…transformation 
describes the ability to grow in the aftermath of it [crisis]” (p. 17). These crises can be any kind 
of hurt or pain, and one such crisis for myself was when my cousin, who was much like an older 
brother to me, perished in a sawmill fire near Burns Lake, BC in January 2012. It was a horrible 
and unexpected death and multiple traumas took place for the families who lost the two men who 
perished, and the other mill workers who were near death’s door. Many were injured in the blast 
and left without jobs to support their families. It was an outright physical, emotional, mental and 
spiritual explosion that took place.  
I am one person who experienced trauma that night of the explosion, and yet I am 
growing in the aftermath of that night. Sometime after this tragedy, I sought to restore balance in 
my life, mentally, spiritually, physically and emotionally. One way I did this was through 
running, and running was a continuation of something I began in 2009. This thesis will document 
the emotional, spiritual, physical and mental effects that I experienced from running, as well as 
my journey of transformation through running.  As Archibald (2008) states, “sharing what one 
has learned is an important Indigenous tradition. This type of sharing can take the form of a story 
of personal life experience and is done with a compassionate mind and love for others” (p. 2). By 
sharing my life experiences, I hope my story will resonate with others and their 
transformation(s).  
1.1 Introducing Myself as the Researcher 
 Whenever you travel to a First Nations community and meet other First Nations people, 
they may not know you personally, but they may have a feeling about where you come from 
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based on how you look, and out of respect you share your background about yourself with 
others. Most people want to know who you are and where you come from and this stems from a 
long tradition of introducing oneself through your family lineage. Here is my introduction of 
myself to you through my place in my family and my lineage.  
 My name is Janine Luggi and I am a Dakelh woman from Stellaquo, a Dakelh reserve 
located in north central British Columbia (BC), one hundred and fifty kilometres west of Prince 
George, BC. I am the youngest of three daughters of Ken and Rose Luggi of Stellaquo (Stellat’en 
First Nation). Both of my sisters have children, and one of my sisters has a grandchild. My mom 
and oldest sister each hold hereditary names within the Frog Clan. Being Dakelh, my lineage 
follows my mother’s clan so this makes me part of my mother’s clan, the Frog Clan. My partner 
is from the Gitxsan nation and I play a role in the lives of his teenage children.  
Both of my parents attended the Lejac residential school, however, they did not meet one 
another until after they finished high school. My parents married and they raised their family in 
Stellaquo. My parents passed on cultural and family traditions to us, their children. I grew up in 
Stellaquo, and spent a lot of time and summers in Nadleh, my mom’s community where I was 
surrounded by immediate and extended family. I am related to nearly everyone from Stellaquo 
and Nadleh and I am related to or socially connected to the people from the neighboring Dakelh 
communities. I attended school in Fraser Lake, BC. I graduated from high school in Fraser Lake 
and I moved to Prince George to attend the University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC) for 
my undergraduate degree and later enrolled in the Master of Arts in First Nations Studies.  
My maternal grandparents are Evelyn and Maurice Louie of Nadleh, BC. Nadleh is 
located at the eastern end of Fraser Lake. My granny Evelyn was originally from the community 
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of Shelley. Shelley is located on the outskirts of Prince George and is the name of the reserve 
that was allocated to the Lheidli T’enneh when they were forcibly moved from their traditional 
lands. Her family was driven out of the village due to the construction of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway; the village was located at the present location of the city of Prince George, BC. Her 
family relocated to Saik’uz, near Vanderhoof, BC. My grandmother Evelyn attended the Lejac 
residential school as a child and as an adult worked at Lejac as a nurse’s aide. My grandfather, 
Maurice Louie and his family have close ties to the south side of Burns Lake, Moricetown, and 
Hagwilget. Grandpa Maurice lived and travelled throughout this area as a young child, until his 
family moved and settled in Nadleh. My grandpa Maurice’s parents passed away while he 
attended the Lejac residential school. Maurice and his siblings were taken in by nearby relatives, 
while continuing to attend the Lejac residential school. Despite attending the same school, my 
grandparents never met because boys and girls were segregated. I heard that my grandparents 
met only in passing outside of the residential school. My maternal grandparents had an arranged 
marriage and raised their family in Nadleh, where many of my family members currently reside.  
My paternal grandparents are Maryann and Peter Luggi Sr. of Stellaquo. My grandpa 
Peter grew up in Stellaquo and as a child he attended the Lejac Residential School and later 
worked there to support his family. My grandmother Maryann is from Maxan Lake, west of  
Burns Lake and east of Houston, BC. In his early life, my grandpa was a goalie for the 
community’s hockey team and was scouted by different leagues to play at a competitive level. 
However, my grandfather’s life was focused on his family and my grandmother, living in 
Stellaquo, and raising his children. My grandmother Maryann raised her children with my 
Grandpa, and some of their children attended the Lejac Residential School. My grandmother 
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ensured there was plenty of love in their household. She was known for her trapping and hunting 
of wildlife for food and the harvesting and preserving of all their food from the territories. My 
paternal grandparents made their life and raised their children in Stellaquo. My parents reside in 
Stellaquo and I still consider this community home.  
These people, who I am connected to through kinship and friendship, have played a large 
role in shaping my social experiences. Thus, by introducing myself in relation to them, I provide 
the Indigenous foundation for my autoethnographic study. I will continue by discussing my 
motivation to undertake the research that is documented in this thesis. Sharing my story and my 
experiences has everything to do with sharing a message with others through academia or other 
means. I want to let people know that we/they are not alone in our feelings, thoughts, or our 
stories. I found that autoethnography is a way to share my message. Autoethnography is about 
telling one’s story. Likened to Indigenous storytelling its purpose is to learn, teach and in my 
thesis, to create new knowledge (McIvor, 2010). In my thesis, I share my life experiences as an 
adult child of parents and grandparents who attended the Lejac residential school. My parents 
and others were not allowed to speak Dakelh or Wet’suwet’en, their first language while 
attending the school in Lejac. I remember hearing the language as a young child  
and as I became older I heard less and less of the language. I remember hearing my grandmother 
speaking her Wet’suwet’en language and today I can understand some of her language when I 
hear Elders from her territory speak their language. I do not speak my language and I know why 
the language was not passed down to me, but that story is not for me to share. From my early life 
until today, I am present to missing my language and not knowing how to speak my language, 
either Dakelh or Wet’suwet’en. This is one facet of the intergenerational trauma that I 
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experienced in my life. My language has been hugely impacted by colonization. With that the 
message in my thesis will be framed within two worlds, that of my Indigenous worldview and 
that of academia and the way I was taught through both epistemologies. Other scholars such as 
Bombay, Matheson, & Anisman (2009); and Stout & Peters (2011) share their views about the 
intergenerational impacts of residential schools. Likewise, Indigenous scholar, Partridge (2010) 
shares her own personal story about the intergenerational impacts of residential school. 
Furthermore, Indigenous scholars McIvor (2010), Cardinal (2016), and Whitinui (2014) discuss a 
blended Indigenous research methodology and Indigenous autoethnography method. These 
scholars blazed a path for me to share my story.    
I would like to share my story and contribute to the mosaic of Indigenous scholars 
sharing their stories and lived experiences. I cannot share my life experiences until I 
acknowledge the place where I spent the most time during my formative years and learned about 
Canadian worldviews. I agree with Cardinal (2016) when she states that colonial history can be 
reshaped from the Indigenous point of view and provide support for Indigenous people’s health 
and well-being while exhibiting spirit based discourses. I will add to the spirit based discourse in 
the later part of my thesis. As a child in the public-school system, I never understood why 
Indigenous people were not mentioned while many other cultures and peoples were discussed 
quite regularly. In my own thoughts, I remember asking myself in a grade 7 social studies class, 
“Is there something wrong with me? Is there something wrong with us?” As a woman from the 
Dakelh I didn’t understand why my people were left out of the curricula, aside from the time my 
elementary class went to watch the salmon spawn in the Stella river and the trip to the Fort St 
James Historical site where Dakelh were briefly mentioned in the presentation to our class. I had 
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little education about myself or my people during my time in the public school. One teacher in 
the later years of high school incorporated local Dakelh knowledge and Dakelh teachers were 
included in the curricula. I felt included and I loved learning in this course. This high school 
course was a precursor to obtaining my Bachelor of Arts in First Nations Studies.  
Today, I believe Dakelh history and experiences must be shared with others through the 
public-school system or any other means necessary through relationships, media, one on one 
conversations to create space for reconciliation. Richard Wagamese (2009) states about 
reconciliation that,  
Our neighbours in this country need to hear stories about our capacity for forgiveness, for 
self-examination, for compassion, and for our yearning for peace because they speak to 
resiliency as a people. That is how reconciliation happens.  
 
It is a big word, reconciliation. Quite simply, it means to create harmony. You create 
harmony with truth and you build truth out of humility. That is spiritual. That is truth. 
That is Indian. Within us, as nations of Aboriginal people and as individual members of 
those nations, we have an incredible capacity for survival, endurance, forgiveness. In the 
reconciliation with ourselves first, we find the ability to create harmony with others, and 
that is where it has to start – in the fertile soil of our own hearts, minds, and spirits.  
  
That, too, is Indian (p. 165). 
Wagamese’s definition of reconciliation depicts the process I walked through and intend to share 
about in my message. His message is one of speaking the truth and healing, and this is very much 
what it is like to be ‘Indian.’ The suppression of all Indigenous experiences only adds to the 
colonial mindset that is rampant in Canada. It is my hope that my story and the stories of other 
Indigenous people, residential school survivors, and other residential school intergenerational 
survivors will bring hope to their hurt, trauma, and healing.  
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1.2 Motivation to do this Research  
This research seeks to examine my perceptions of my personal physical, mental, spiritual, 
and emotional states of health as related to my running experiences by exploring the research 
question: What role has running and spirit played, and continue to play, in my health and 
transformation of me as a Dakelh woman? The first time I encountered a deeper awareness in my 
life took place when I started running in 2009. Running became an outlet to begin to fully 
express myself, to combat fears I had, and to deconstruct physical and mental barriers I had 
created in my own mind as a result of growing up as an Indigenous woman in a colonial world. 
This research is an outlet to express my testimony about running. While my experience in this 
research includes running, however, it goes beyond running and into other areas of my life. 
Running created an opening into other areas of my life that are important and especially, into my 
experiences and my relationships with family, friends and co-workers who added to my 
experiences and are still the essential part of my community(ies) today.  
Shortly after I started running, I was encouraged and decided to participate in the 
Returning to Spirit program which strengthened my self-awareness and set me on a path to  
reclaiming power with my life. Through the program, I saw my confidence, foresight, and 
motivation for life grow. The purpose of the Returning to Spirit program is to empower 
individuals to reconcile their personal lives, to reconcile with others, and to create an opening for 
transformation to take place (Returning to Spirit, 2008). I participated in this program, and it was 
a turning point in my life to transformation and it set me on the path to reclaiming my life. 
Returning to Spirit is a not-for-profit organization, developed out of a partnership between an 
Indigenous man and a Catholic Sister to address the divisive legacy of Indian Residential 
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Schools. The program is designed to reconcile oneself, and it creates opportunities to reconcile 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, throughout Canada (Returning to Spirit, 2008).  
This program created an opening for me to acknowledge my life and my personal 
journey. It was a messenger of sorts. The following definition of the word “messenger” from 
Dictionary.com (2017) exemplifies what I believe messengers are: “a person who carries a 
message or goes on an errand for another, especially as a matter of duty or business, a person 
employed to convey official dispatches or to go on other official or special errands.” In addition, 
in a reference from the Online Bible Study Tool (2017), messenger was defined as “(Heb. 
mal'ak, Gr. angelos), an angel, a messenger who runs on foot, the bearer of dispatches (Job 1:14, 
The New King James Version; 2 Chr. 36:22); swift of foot (2 Kings 9:18).”  
In the Returning to Spirit program, the participants reconcile with their pasts and move 
onto another workshop where two groups with different backgrounds (Indigenous and non- 
Indigenous) go through a large communication workshop called Reconciliation. One of the 
teachings of Returning to Spirit says we ‘know forgiveness’ because we know ‘no forgiveness.’ I  
parallel this to my own realization of transformation. I know healing and transformation because 
I know what ‘no healing and no transformation’ is like in my life. There are many experiences in 
my life I can share where I experienced heartache, sadness, trauma, anger, disappointment, and 
resentment… the list can go on. These feelings resulted from disempowering events that took 
place in my life and I will share some of these events in the forthcoming chapters. Some of these 
events happened throughout my childhood and into my adult life. It is through my own 
interpretation of these events that I became disconnected with myself, my life and my 
relationships with others. These disempowered feelings I had, and at times continue to have, 
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disrupt my purpose or set me off course. Now, I see these events as a chance to grow personally, 
emotionally, and spiritually. My intention with this thesis is to reveal the realizations I have had 
to date and the revelations documented for this thesis. I want to showcase how I disrupted my 
feelings of disempowerment and I want to reveal a deeper awareness about the transformation in 
my life. This disconnect took place for many years, from when I was a young girl until I 
experienced the transformative work of Returning to Spirit and integrated the tools from this 
program into my life. Later, I found tools outside the program that also seemed to follow suit in a 
transformative way. For example, when someone asked me a question about my life and the 
amount of suffering I endured, I realized that I had/have the choice to experience a new insight, 
one where I can instantly let go and learn from the circumstances that used to hold me back.  
Today, I continue to question my own awareness and have coaches from Returning to 
Spirit and elsewhere who bring attention to my suffering and coach me to fulfillment or peace. I 
gain new insights by coaching myself through self-talk. If I do not get a resolution, I seek  
assistance from others. Once I realize something about myself, because of my self talk or another 
person’s coaching, the suffering around the hurt is often lifted. This is not to say I do not hurt or 
feel pain today; it is about how long I choose to suffer for. Do I want short suffering or long 
suffering? This increased awareness led me to believe that healing or my decolonization process 
is not supposed to take a lifetime and that transformation can happen in a moment.  
As stated above, Returning to Spirit gave me the tools to fully express myself, and 
experiences of transformation enabled me to see what is working in my life (fully appreciating 
and living life while experiencing breakthroughs) and what is not working in my life (living a 
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non-fulfilling life and experiences with breakdowns). In addition to this, running offered me the 
opportunity to review these self-reflective practices.  
I yearned to know more about myself and I found another personal development program 
called Choices Seminars. From their website, Choices Seminars is designed to help participants 
gain the tools to obtain a life they deserve (2017). The program has proven valuable to me, by 
helping me gain tools with relationships, reaching my goals and asking for support when I need 
it, and speaking up for myself with full self-expression.  
1.3 Overview of Chapters  
This thesis will unfold in five chapters. Following Chapter 1, Chapter 2 will provide a 
background and a review of the literature that addresses Indigenous Peoples’ understandings of 
“spirit” in health and wellness, holistic health and transformation, and the role of running for 
Indigenous Peoples’ well-being. The literature overwhelmingly demonstrates that Indigenous 
people understand health from a spiritual, physical, emotional and mental health  
perspective. These four aspects of holistic health, as understood by Indigenous peoples, are so 
tightly interconnected that they cannot be separated from each other. However, the spiritual 
component of health is currently underemphasized in the literature; this observation will be 
discussed in Chapter 2.  
Chapter 3, which includes the methodology and methods section will begin by re-stating 
my research question; it explores the theoretical foundations that guide my research, including 
decolonizing methodologies, Indigenous methodologies, and the strength-based approach I use. 
The methods section provides a description of the research stages undertaken for this project, 
specifically my use of autoethnography to review and analyze my personal life and 
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transformation. This will be discussed in addition to the rationale behind the type of data 
collected in each stage.  
Chapter 4 includes a presentation of the findings that emerged from the analysis of my 
experiences as documented in my journals, and the data that I collected from answering my pre-
determined interview questions. I identified the following themes: 1) Space for Self-Reflection; 
2) Relationships and Encouragement; 3) My Connection to Something Greater; 4) Honour my 
Life enough to Love Myself and 5) Creating Space to Fully Express Myself.  
Chapter 5 discusses the findings of this research, both in relation to existing research as 
well as to the broader meaning taken from this work. This is followed by a discussion of the 
limitations of this study as well as the conclusions that can be drawn from my experiences. 
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Chapter 2 – Background and Literature Review 
As stated above, the purpose of this thesis is to answer my research question: What role 
has running and spirit played, and continue to play, in my health and transformation of me as a 
Dakelh woman? In this chapter, I provide a review of existing research that informs my project 
with a specific focus on: 1) the Dakelh, 2) Indigenous understandings of health, 3) the influence 
of reclaiming of traditional roles on the health of Indigenous peoples, and 4) running for the 
holistic health of Indigenous people. I begin with an overview of the Dakelh, my people.  
2.1 Dakelh and Dakelh Territory  
I am Dakelh. The Dakelh are also commonly referred to as Carrier, or the Carrier people. 
The word Dakelh is translated as ‘the people who travel by boat.’ Dakelh is the shortened 
version of ‘uda ukelh, which is translated as ‘people who travel by boat on water in the morning’ 
(Furniss & Quesnel School District, 1993). The traditional territory of the Dakelh is situated in 
Central British Columbia and includes the area along the Fraser River, north of Prince George, 
the Lheidli T’enneh, south to Quesnel, west to Stuart Lake, throughout the Nechako Valley, 
Trembleur Lake, and west to Fraser Lake. This area includes the Stellat’en and Nadleh 
communities, and the region along West Road river, to the Coast Mountains, and south to 
Kluskus Lakes, Ootsa Lake, and Cheslatta Lake (The Yinka Déné Language Institute, 2006). 
This territory encompasses all the sub groups of the Carrier people, which include Wet’suwet’en, 
the Central Carrier, and Southern Carrier people. These lands were never surrendered by treaty 
nor by any other means, and therefore they are considered the unceded territory of the Carrier 
people. The Carrier people are part of the Athabaskan language family. 
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I am also Stellat’en2, and my village is the Stellaquo Indian Reserve, located on the west 
end of Fraser Lake, BC. Despite being forced onto small reserves, our community still has access 
to our traditional territory which includes the land, water ways, and valleys from the west end of 
Francois Lake, to the eastern shore of Fraser Lake, north as far as Grassham Lake, and south to 
Kenney Dam (Mitchell & Stellat’en First Nation, 2008). This is where our community members 
and our ancestors lived and travelled for subsistence and livelihood.  
2.2 Socio-Cultural Perspective of the Stellat’en  
Today, Stellaquo is home to two hundred community members. Approximately two 
hundred community members live away from the community. The majority of people living in 
the community work in education, forestry, sawmill, construction, mining, private and public 
sector industries; some are also self-employed and or work in business sectors (Mitchell & 
Stellat’en First Nation, 2008). Stellat’en First Nation3 employs an administrative staff with 
federal funds for community programming. Stellat’en First Nation is also associated with the 
operation of a community owned and operated convenience store and gas bar. The First Nation is 
involved in the planning and preparation for land-based claims as well as the administrative 
functions of the office. In addition to cash based employment, some of the Stellaquo people 
harvest traditional foods, medicines and raw materials from the land as important aspects of their 
culture and livelihood (Mitchell & Stellat’en First Nation, 2008). 
                                                
2 Stellat’en – Stella: peninsula, horn (Mitchell & Stellat’en First Nation, 2008); t’en: people of.  
3 Stellat’en First Nation is the legal name of the band office as represented by the Chief and Council, and is situated 
on the Stellaquo Indian Reserves. The quo in Stellaquo means river, sometimes spelled koh.      
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2.3 Respect, Relevance, Reciprocity, Responsibility  
Above, I spoke about the socio-cultural practices of the Stellat’en. Below, I discuss the 
different worldviews of academia and the cultural divide between the two. As a Dakelh I entered 
academia with my own worldview and I find my worldview clashes with academia’s worldview. 
I discuss how the 4 R’s are used to decolonize academia and connect along with my writing.  
The Indigenous worldview continues to be two distinct spaces in academia and across the 
world landscape. Kirkness & Barnhardt's (1991) article on the 4 R’s is utilized for this thesis and 
serves as a justification for bringing my personal research into academia in a respectful way. 
Kirkness & Barnhardt (1991) emphasize that, for Indigenous students to thrive in academia, four 
supports need to be in place for success – 1) a respect for who Indigenous students are 2) 
acceptance of their worldview(s) 3) meaningful relationships that offer exchanges of reciprocity, 
and 4) the ability for the students to exercise responsibility over their lives. I use these principles 
in my research to participate in transforming academia and reclaiming my traditions. This 
knowledge informs my choice of decolonizing and Indigenous methodologies, including an 
autoethnographic method, which is a method whereby the researcher becomes the researched 
(Chang, 2008). This is more fully described in Chapter 3. Like Kirkness & Barnhardt (1991), I 
seek to privilege Indigenous voices and worldviews.  
While my area of research about running as a means of transformation and healing 
remains an area of little inquiry, some literature exists that can frame a discussion about the 
topic. I searched six electronic databases, including EBSCO, Psych Info, PubMed, NEARBC, 
UNM Health Sciences Library Informatics Center Native Health Database, Bibliography of  
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North American Indians and Academic Search Premier. For these searches, I used the key words 
“First Nations,” “Indigenous,” “Aboriginal,” “Indian,” “Métis,” “Inuit,” “Native,” “physical 
activity,” “physical activity intervention” “running,” and “runners” tailored to each database.  
I consulted additional papers based on the scanning of reference lists and journal reviews 
in the areas of sport, exercise, physical activity and health, rural and remote medicine, sports 
medicine, psychology and sports, and finally journals with Indigenous health.  
2.4 Indigenous Understandings of Spirit in Health and Wellness 
Health is understood differently in different cultures. The dominant understanding of 
health in Canada is a biomedical model of health, which addresses health from an individual 
perspective and is considered to be a state of being free of disease, pain or defect (Mobbs, 1991). 
However, it is increasingly being recognized that most Indigenous people view health from a 
holistic perspective, which differs from the biomedical approach (Adelson, 2000; Lavallee & 
Levesque, 2013). It is important to note that holistic health models vary widely. For example, 
one approach considers the psychological, spiritual, social, and physical needs of the person or 
people (Leong et al., 2004) while another takes into account the balance of a person’s body, 
mind and spirit (Spector, 2002). Bartlett (2005) states that Indigenous populations commonly 
describe their lives with the perceptions of health and well-being as part of their spiritual, 
emotional, physical and mental components. However, Bartlett (2005) cautions that there is 
limited academic literature about how specific Indigenous groups actually perceive and 
understand the spiritual, emotional, physical and mental components and the influence these 
components have on their health.  
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When discussing Indigenous understandings of health, there can be a risk of pan-
Indigenizing, a term that refers to a tendency to see all Indigenous people as the same and 
ignoring each group’s unique culture and traditions (Greenwood, de Leeuw, & Ngaroimata 
Fraser, 2008). For instance, the medicine wheel is often assumed as a symbol that is common to 
all Indigenous people and their understandings of health. The Indigenous peoples who use and 
acknowledge the medicine wheel have multiple understandings and different uses of the wheel 
(Graham & Leeseberg Stamler, 2010). In Saskatchewan, the Plains Cree people of Thunderchild 
First Nation understand health from a holistic perspective, attuned to the teachings of the 
medicine wheel, which includes their spiritual, physical, emotional and mental health (Graham & 
Leeseberg Stamler, 2010). In addition, the Thunderchild First Nation also considers economic 
and political independence to play a role in their health and well being (Graham & Leeseberg 
Stamler, 2010). Indigenous communities across Canada have various sources of wellness 
including physical activities within the entire traditional territory.  
The Yup’ik of the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta emphasize that traditional values are a 
source of wellness and connecting with the community and the wilderness helps to heal and 
sustain a sense of well-being (Wolsko, Lardon, Hopkins, & Ruppert, 2006). Thus, 
understandings of health differ from one Indigenous group to another. It is also important to note 
that although a large body of research exists about Indigenous understandings of health as 
holistic in nature, the spiritual component of health is still underemphasized in the health 
literature. The understanding of spiritual that is best in line with my understanding of spiritual 
health suggests that “your spirituality is in here [points to body]; it’s how you feel, share, and do  
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things in a good way. It’s part of everything we do and a way of living. Everyone is able to 
practice spirituality because it’s available to us; we all have it within us whether we know it or 
not . . . it’s just there and you work with it and help it grow and expand” (Hunter, Logan, Goulet, 
& Barton, 2006 p. 17). In a physical activity program evaluation, the researchers collected 
surveys from participants about their experiences and there was limited discussion about how 
spirit is connected to their personal understandings of health (see Reid & Graham 2010). 
My personal experiences of participating in self-awareness programs, Returning to Spirit 
program, the Choices Seminars program, the close-knit group of friends and family coaching me 
along in life, and the integration of the principles I learned from these programs and people 
provided me with insights into restoring and maintaining a healthy balance for my personal 
holistic health and well-being, and appreciating that these are connected to my spirit. As limited 
research exists that adequately explores the spiritual component of holistic health among 
Indigenous people in Canada, let alone Northern British Columbia, I will continue by discussing 
the limited research on the role of spirit within Indigenous people’s understandings of holistic 
health in the context of running.  
2.5 Running for Indigenous Peoples’ Well Being: The Role of Running in Indigenous 
Communities 
The relationship between the Dakelh and running has changed over time. Running played 
an important role in many Indigenous cultures, including the central Dakelh. For example, 
Francis Casimel from Stellaquo, and Johnny David from Moricetown were runners who passed 
along messages to neighboring and outlying communities. Running was important to my  
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community of Stellaquo. In Stellaquo, Francis Casimel, mentioned above, was a runner. As a 
young man, Francis would run the entire perimeter of Francois Lake (T. Reynolds, personal 
communication, November 30, 2015). Francis was a good communicator and he shared 
messages with people in different communities. Francis would carry messages to other 
communities. In addition to sharing and receiving messages, his great-niece told me that Francis 
would often go out on the territory to hunt with a piece of dry meat in his cheek to sustain his 
energy (T. Reynolds, personal communication, November 30, 2015). He would stay in the bush 
overnight and run back the next morning. On one occasion, Francis outran a cougar by running 
circles around the cougar until the cougar stopped. Francis was fit and could take on the terrain 
to run throughout the territory. Running has a long history in Dakelh history and culture, in terms 
of relationships with others, letting people know to come to a Bahlats, and hunting. Johnny 
David of Moricetown was also a runner who,  
used to run from Hagwilget to Lake Babine in a day and a half or a day, especially to 
announce when a big chief had passed on so the Lake Babine people would know and 
were invited to the funeral feast. Henry Alfred, Wah Tah Keg’ht, the Head Chief of 
Tsekalkaiyax (House on Top of Flat Rock), one of the Laksilyu or Small Frog Houses, 
told me about Johnny David being the official messenger for their Laksilyu Clan. (Mills, 
2011, p. 324) 
 
In addition, other Indigenous people including the Tarahumara people of Mexico feel that “if 
running were removed from Tarahumara life, [a] total cultural imbalance [would] result” 
(Plymire, 2008, p. 18).  
It is evident that running was embedded in many Indigenous cultures, livelihoods and 
roles. Historically, running has played a fundamental role in the livelihoods of Indigenous 
communities around the world. In fact, “war, trade, pursuit of game animals, delivery of 
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messages, and a multitude of social concerns demanded that Indians travel great distances on 
foot under considerable time pressure” (Oxendine, 1995, p. 68). Runners or well-organized 
relay-teams set up between communities and met these needs (Oxendine, 1995). As such, 
running was deeply embedded in the complex networks of trade and social processes between 
Indigenous people throughout North America (Plymire, 2008). Running that took place in the 
past, during the times of Francis Casimel of Stellaquo and Johnny David was not for recreational 
purposes or pursuit of well-being. However, the running I participate in is not about passing 
along messages to communities; today communication via running messengers is not necessary 
with phone and internet technology. This thesis documents my journey of running and 
transformation, which in part is a story of me reconciling the historical role of runners within a 
contemporary context. The running journey and my life experiences discussed in my thesis are a 
message about healing and transformation. The remainder of this section provides a review of 
the literature on running for Indigenous peoples’ wellness. 
Running and physical activity have been historically important to many Indigenous 
communities, including my own community of Stellaquo. Indigenous people are reclaiming their 
traditional roles and activities (Bodirsky & Johnson, 2008; Vanwagner, Epoo, Nastapoka, & 
Harney, 2007). Indigenous communities in Toronto and Nunavik are currently working to 
reclaim their respective traditional roles. Colonial policies attempt to undermine access to 
traditional food and the necessary knowledge systems; however, these traditional food and 
knowledge systems are being transformed by the resurgence of reclamation efforts (Bodirsky & 
Johnson, 2008). Bodirsky and Johnson argue that the recapturing of traditional knowledge  
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systems is necessary to heal from the pain and trauma that resulted from colonialism (2008). In 
Nunavik, a reconnection and uptake of midwifery has taken place in the community so mothers 
do not have to be sent away from the community to give birth. Babies are born in their own 
community so the mothers do not lose the connection to family at this important time in their 
lives. Reinstating the traditional roles of midwives is proving to create connections to culture and 
having midwives in the community is proving to have effects on the health of the people 
(Vanwagner et al., 2007). Similarly, in my research, I am revitalizing the role of runner as 
messenger in the following ways.  
 My research will look at how the reclamation of a traditional practice of running has 
influenced my own health as a Dakelh woman and I will document how this reclamation of 
running has been a transformational journey of realization and growth for me. As traditions 
redevelop and shape, what my research seeks to address is the re-connection to the past as a 
Dakelh runner and the idea of Dakelh messenger in a contemporary context set within the early 
twenty-first century. The message I will share in my thesis is one of decolonization and 
transformation through running. In other words, this thesis will document my running 
experiences as an actualization of a traditional role within a contemporary context. Not much is 
known about the importance of physical activity and running to Indigenous people’s wellness. 
Until recently, running was not pursued as a means for being healthy, or as a means of 
recreation. Running was a means of livelihood and connection to the people in neighboring 
villages and the land. Historically, the ability of Indigenous peoples to thrive was not the same as 
today. In the past, survival depended on your ability to hunt, fish, gather berries and medicines,  
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and travel across the territory. Running was part of hunting because, as a hunter, you needed to 
have the agility and speed to out run animals and bring game home for sustenance (T. Reynolds, 
personal communication, November 30, 2015). The health of the individual and community was 
dependent on the land, which fed and nourished the people. Indigenous people also believe that 
every animal, every tree, every person has a spirit (Armstrong, 1998). My experiences of being 
on the land and running are physical and spiritual. In other words, the physical and the spiritual 
are so closely intertwined that they could not be considered distinct or separated (Armstrong, 
1998). Additionally, both are fundamental to health. This work is useful in informing my 
research as I seek to explore the link between running and spirit in my own experiences as a 
Dakelh woman.  I will continue this discussion by exploring the research on running and holistic 
health in the present.  
2.6 Holistic Health and Running for Indigenous People 
In this section, I will discuss what is known about the effects of running on the holistic 
health of Indigenous peoples, although existing literature in this area is small. In a study by 
Kirby, Levesque, & Wabano (2007), members of a Cree community recommended “increas[ing] 
physical activity through a reconnect to the land via traditional activities such as fishing and 
hunting, increas[ing] access by decreasing cost, and provid[ing] opportunities that appeal to both 
men and women” (p. 8). Furthermore, a ‘learn-to-run’ program was also recommended as a 
sustainable and relevant physical activity program for this community. Kirby et al. (2007) 
suggest that running is perceived as a culturally relevant, accessible and sustainable program for 
Indigenous people.  
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It is interesting to note that both traditional and non-traditional physical activities have 
positive benefits on the holistic health of Indigenous people. There is a clear link between 
physical activity interventions and physiological health, including changes in weight, changes in 
body mass index, blood chemistry, or individual fitness measures (Bachar et al., 2006; Teufel-
Shone, Fitzgerald, Teufel-Shone, & Gamber, 2009). The benefits of exercise on the 
physiological health of the individual holds true for all people, regardless of culture or race. 
Little research exists, however, that examines the physical activity interventions (traditional or 
non-traditional) and the impacts these activities have on the holistic health of Indigenous people 
specifically Hanna (2010) collected stories about non-traditional sports, recreation, fitness or 
physical activity from Indigenous people in British Columbia. Participants were also interviewed 
about how their lives were impacted by these activities. All participants spoke about how 
involvement in physical activity was beneficial for all aspects of their health, although only two 
of these stories spoke about experiences with running. In their responses, it was evident that, for 
these people, running, like other forms of physical activity, is beneficial for the holistic health of 
Indigenous women (Hanna, 2010).  
Socio-cultural practices of Dakelh women are mentioned above, and these practices and 
similar worldviews connect me to other Dakelh women. However, this thesis is linked to my 
own experiences as a Dakelh woman sharing my personal healing journey.  
 Reid & Graham (2010) evaluated the Honour Your Health program, which later became 
known as the Aboriginal Run/Walk program, a walk/run program for Indigenous people 
throughout British Columbia. This program was designed to increase fitness levels and prepare 
participants to walk or run a 10 (ten) kilometre race. Two different surveys were sent to the 
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Honour Your Health Program Community Coordinators and participants provided feedback 
about the program and discussed how this program has impacted the health of individuals and 
communities (Reid & Graham, 2010). The authors explored mental, emotional and physical 
changes in health experienced by program participants. Participants reported improvements in 
physical, emotional and mental health within the community, such as the lowering of health 
risks, weight loss, less dependency on medication, increased self-esteem, and an interest in 
walking or other physical activities. Increased confidence, personal growth, stronger 
relationships with others and more interest in participating in cultural activities were also 
reported as outcomes from participating in health promotion activities during this program. I 
relate to many of the participants experiences of physical activities and the benefits. I will share 
the benefits I seen in myself as a runner more fully in Chapter 4. This literature is useful in 
informing my research because it looks at the outcomes of physical activity in a holistic manner. 
Many Indigenous people hold holistic health to include a spiritual component as well, in addition 
to the mental, emotional and physical components.  
Above, I discussed a physical activity program brought to Indigenous communities 
throughout British Columbia. Below, I discuss the implications of introducing physical activity 
programs to Indigenous communities. Health promotion programming such as the Honour Your 
Health program can offer health benefits for Indigenous communities. As a participant of the 
Honour Your Health and later the Aboriginal Run/Walk I gained confidence through achieving 
cardiovascular health and the experience of running multiple 10 (ten) kilometre races. Once the 
program was over I needed to upkeep my fitness by continuing with physical activity and I  
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continued with running. Despite the programs offered to Indigenous communities, I needed to 
take responsibility for my own fitness and find out what works for me. This thesis is a 
documentation of that experience.  
The documentary Heliset Hale: Awaken Life Within You (Heliset Hale: Marathon for 
Suicide Prevention, 2013) provides an understanding of holistic health that emphasizes the 
spiritual. In Heliset Hale, Kelly Paul, a woman from the Tsartlip Band shares her experience of 
losing her sibling to suicide; she decided to do a relay marathon from the north to the southern 
tip of Vancouver Island to bring awareness about suicide prevention. Kelly and others ran the 
relay and were interviewed about their relay experiences and their reflections on health. Runners 
spoke about the healing they experienced as a part of the relay run (Heliset Hale: Marathon for 
Suicide Prevention, 2013). A theme of spiritual health emerged from the runners. Kelly says in 
the film, “Running is more than just running for me, it's my form of prayer. When I’m on that 
road I’m not just running, I’m praying. I’m giving thanks for my health, my body, my spirit, my 
friends, the love that I have in here, the hope that I’m sharing, the inspiration that me and my 
brother and sister are bringing to the communities” (Heliset Hale: Marathon for Suicide 
Prevention, 2013). 
 This research demonstrates that physical activity interventions have a positive impact on 
the holistic health of Indigenous people. It is interesting to note that both traditional and non-
traditional physical activity seemed to have a positive impact. What is important is that holistic 
health and the input of Indigenous people be considered when designing and implementing 
physical activity interventions and programs. No research has been done which explores the  
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benefit of physical activity on the holistic health of First Nations people living in Northern 
British Columbia. My research aims to address this by exploring the role that running and spirit 
play in my holistic health as a Dakelh woman. I do not speak for my entire nation or culture, nor 
for all the First Nations in Northern British Columbia; however, my experiences and voice can 
provide insight into this topic.  
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Chapter 3 – Methodologies & Methods 
Kovach (2009) says a research question anchors and directs the research, responds to a 
need, and fills a gap in knowledge. Qualitative research allows for an in-depth review of lived 
experiences and understands participants to be experts in their own lives (Patton, 2002). 
Informed by the literature discussed in Chapter 2, the following question guides my research: 
“What role has running and spirit played, and continued to play, in my holistic health and 
transformation as a Dakelh woman?” I use indigenous and decolonizing methodologies, and a 
strength based lens as a foundation to help me answer my research question. These 
methodologies informed my decision to undertake an autoethnography where I reflected on and 
analyzed my life with running and spirit, and as such, draw on my written reflective journals and 
an interview in which I had someone I trusted ask me my research questions. These two ‘data 
sets’ allowed me to uncover the link between running, spirit, holistic health and transformation in 
my life. I will discuss these methods and methodologies in this chapter.  
3.1 Decolonizing Methodologies  
Using Indigenous and decolonizing methodologies, I collected qualitative data about my 
personal experiences of running and spirit and the connections that exist and I made linkages to 
my own holistic health and transformation. In the past, a high proportion of research on 
Indigenous people was not for our own benefit; often researchers conducted research on 
Indigenous people, misinterpreting and misrepresenting Indigenous peoples’ lives. The findings 
were often taken away from Indigenous communities (Smith, 1999). Through this harmful 
research process, the strong and inherent knowledge systems of Indigenous people were  
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devalued. Negative stereotypes were created for the benefit of the researcher and their society 
(Smith, 1999). Now the way research is done with Indigenous peoples is transforming. I realize 
that sharing my story is giving me a voice in academia as an Indigenous woman using 
decolonizing and Indigenous methodologies.  
Increasingly, Indigenous academics are developing methodologies and methods fitting to 
critically reflect on academic epistemologies. Calls for these socio-cultural contexts to be 
‘decolonized’ are increasing (Smith, 1999). Indigenous research may incorporate academic 
methodologies or methods as tools for their research. However, Smith (1999) suggests that, when 
Indigenous people become the researchers, “questions are framed differently, priorities are 
ranked differently [and] problems are defined differently” (p. 193). Smith states, a decolonizing 
methodology allows Indigenous people to decide if the research is suitable for their needs or not. 
Decolonizing methodologies calls for the researcher to build relationships with those involved. 
Examples of decolonized research include a heightened awareness of the historical and ongoing 
effects of colonialism and ensuring that research findings are given back to the communities and 
all participants involved (Smith, 1999). I will ensure that my thesis is shared with my family 
especially those family members who were mentioned in my thesis. I am using decolonizing 
methodologies in addition to an indigenous methodology approach to share my story. 
As an Indigenous researcher doing research on myself, I found myself in a unique 
position. I am an insider as a community member from the Stellat’en First Nation and I am an 
insider in my own life. I am also a researcher looking at my life and my experiences to explore 
the link between holistic health and running as they relate to my life. As I share the sensitive  
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nature of my transformation journey, I see myself as an insider and an outsider in this work 
(Maydell, 2010). I am an outsider as I conduct academic research that is not inclusive of the 
Dakelh people or protocol. However, I wrote reflective journals about how the ongoing effects of 
how colonialism has shaped my lived experiences and continues to shape my life. In the future, I 
will ensure the findings of my research are shared with my community, with whom I will 
continue to build relationships for the rest of my life. Relationality and accountability as it relates 
to my community is discussed below.  
A decolonizing methodology creates a space for Indigenous research paradigms, which 
allows the development of Indigenous theory and methods of practice to unfold and brings a 
greater appreciation to Indigenous history and worldviews (Wilson, 2008). I continue by 
discussing Indigenous methodologies as they relate to my research.  
3.2 Indigenous Methodologies 
Indigenous methodologies are part of a fundamental shift that gives voice to Indigenous 
people in research. Together with decolonizing methodologies, a space for research has opened 
up for Indigenous peoples to have decision-making power over the research conducted in their 
communities (Castleden, Garvin, & Huu-ay-aht First Nation, 2008; Smith, 1999). Indigenous 
methodologies often validate Indigenous ways of knowing. I use an Indigenous methodology 
because it is culturally appropriate and, as an Indigenous researcher, it is deeply connected to 
who I am and how I view the world (Wilson, 2008). Absolon & Willett (2004) remind us that our 
experiences, which live in memory, are vital to Indigenous research. They propose our 
experience of being Indigenous, our identity, becomes integral to interpreting our research. My  
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research is about extracting my experiences, because “[t]hrough a co-creative, interpretive 
tradition, Indigenous story offers knowledge relevant to one’s life in a personal, particular way” 
(Kovach, 2009, p.100). Indigenous methodologies are useful in informing my autoethnographic 
research through relationships and accountability.  
Indigenous methodologies understand ontology, epistemology, methodology, and 
axiology as being grounded in respect and relationships, which are fundamental to an Indigenous 
worldview (Wilson, 2008). Indigenous methodologies call for the researcher to build and foster 
relationships with participants and First Nations communities. The relationships and mutual 
experiences I draw upon in my research include family members, community members, and 
close friends. As such, I must remain accountable to these relationships, as discussed in the 
following paragraph. 
In addition to building strong and meaningful relationships, accountability is central to an 
Indigenous methodology (Wilson, 2008). As an Indigenous researcher I must remain accountable 
to my community, my family, and others around me. Research approaches done ‘for’ Indigenous 
people is not acceptable anymore; research needs to be carried out with us or by us while 
empowering us (Kovach, 2009). For instance, in my research I am accountable to all my 
relationships now and into my future. To remain accountable to my family, community and 
friends, I sought consultation from them throughout this research to ensure that I am representing 
them – and myself – in a good and appropriate way.  
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3.2.1 Storytelling  
 My thesis is a story of my lived experiences. As discussed above, I am undertaking  
Indigenous methodologies, which recognize research as a form of storytelling (Maracle, 1994). 
As the researcher, I become the storyteller (Wilson, 2008). In telling my stories, I recognize that 
listeners will filter the story through their own experience, thus adapting the information to make 
it relevant to their own life. When listeners know where the storyteller is coming from and how 
the story fits into the storyteller’s life, it makes the absorption of knowledge much 
easier (Wilson, 2008).  
My thesis is a story because my life experience shared in my thesis is a depiction of what 
Archibald (2008), Cardinal (2016), and Wilson (2008) discuss about storytelling. Archibald 
(2008 p. 12) says, “Some stories remind us about being whole and healthy and remind us of 
traditional teachings that have relevance to our lives. Stories have the power to make our hearts, 
minds, bodies and spirits work together. When we lose a part of ourselves, we lose balance and 
harmony,…” And Archibald (2008) reminds us stories tells us about traditional teachings that are 
relevant to our lives. As such, Wilson (2008) notes the researcher becomes a storyteller. The 
storyteller imparts their own experiences into telling the story and recognizes that listeners will 
filter the story through their own experience, thus adapting the information to make it relevant to 
their own life. When listeners know where the storyteller is coming from and how the story fits 
into the storyteller’s life, it makes the absorption of knowledge much easier (Wilson, 2008). In 
my research, I use storytelling to share my life experiences with others.  
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I locate myself within my research, and engage in self-reflection to understand the place 
from which I write my thesis. My thesis as a form of storytelling is part of Indigenous 
methodologies. Additionally, Iseke (2013) notes, “storytelling is a central focus of Indigenous  
epistemologies and research approaches” among Indigenous scholars such as Archibald (2008)  
and Kovach (2009). I am using storytelling as the foundation in which I carried out in this 
research to pass on a message to current and future generations about my story about holistic 
health and transformation, because Smith uses a philosophy that states, as Indigenous peoples we 
want to tell our own stories and experiences for our own purposes. It is not simply about giving 
an oral account … but a testimony to restore spirit (Smith, 2012). It is fitting that my research 
focus is on holistic health and transformation through telling my story of running and spirit. 
3.3 Strengths Based Perspective as a Lens  
Indigenous people have been defined within the confines of a deficit-based agenda by 
colonial figures (Harris, 2008) and I use a strength based lens to discuss my thesis. I found that 
using a strengths based lens that focuses on potential, strength, interest, ability, knowledge and 
capacities rather than deficiencies (Grant & Cadell, 2009) is more suitable for my research. The 
critical shift from a deficit way of thinking to a paradigm where Indigenous people are strong 
and resilient is evident in the literature (Colquhoun & Dockery, 2012; Dockett, Perry, & 
Kearney, 2010). For example, researchers like Newhouse (2006) argue that referring to 
Indigenous people as resilient suggests that resilience is an inherent trait held by some 
Indigenous people. This construct puts the focus on the individual and claims the notion of 
resilience as ‘survival of the fittest.’ This is what the research states, however, as a researcher I 
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am cautious of the term resilience and will use the term resilience only when it applies to my 
personal experiences of overcoming obstacles. However, Wesley-Esquimaux (2009) argues that  
resilience must be considered as a reawakening of the socio-cultural resiliencies that Indigenous 
peoples used to sustain themselves throughout other challenges. A strengths-based approach 
recognizes the importance of people’s environments and multiple contexts that influence their 
lives (Saint Jacques, Turcotte, & Pouliot, 2009). For much of my life I doubted myself about 
making choices. When I discovered I had a message of value to share with an audience, I 
connected my story with a strength based lens.  
3.4 Methods 
Research Context. In my autoethnographic study, the data I collected and analyzed is a 
collection of my personal experiences tied to my running and transformation journey. I did most 
of my running and documented my experiences in various locations across British Columbia. My 
formal races took place in Kelowna, Prince George and Vancouver, BC. My running experiences 
were gathered intermittently over the span of four years. Another step in my research included an 
interview where I chose to be asked by someone else the interview questions I drafted. Some of 
my journals were written after my running experiences in Stellaquo, Prince George and 
Hazelton. These methods will be discussed in the following sections.  
Research Stages. Informed by decolonizing and indigenous methodologies, this section 
discusses the stages of my autoethnographic work. First, I discuss autoethnography as it relates 
to my research question. Second, I discuss my reflective journals that were written and collected 
as my autoethnographic data. Third, I discuss the interview process I used to gather information 
about myself. The fourth stage discusses my methods of data analysis, and the identification of 
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emerging themes. Last, I discuss the ethical review process through UNBC and my personal 
ethical review process.  
Stage One: Development of my Research Question and Autoethnography. I never set 
out to do an autoethnography. Previously, my research focused on a single overarching research 
question: “Given the importance of holistic health to First Nations peoples’ health, how might 
running be important to the well-being of First Nations individually and/or collectively as 
communities?” I planned to ask my family and friends whom I run with, how running had 
impacted their lives. However, as stage one of my research involved the development of my 
research question, I decided to use autoethnography. Since that time, my research focus changed 
to reflecting on my own journey of holistic health and transformation, asking myself the 
question: “What role has running and spirit played, and continue to play, in my health and 
transformation as a Dakelh woman?” I provide the context for this decision to switch my 
research question and shift to an autoethnography-based research question. For most of my life I 
focused on others, pleasing others, rarely paying attention to my personal well-being. Because of 
this, I did not examine myself, or my transformation over time, in an insightful way and within 
my own cultural context. My new research question changed this. My connection with spirit and 
running was where my own transformation took place. I went through the literature I found there 
was little mention about the role spirit plays in the holistic health and transformation of 
Indigenous peoples regarding physical activity. I turned the research to myself, and undertook an 
autoethnographic approach to document how my reflections after running created an awareness 
for me to see other areas of growth and how these correspond to my holistic health.  
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Autoethnography is a method of research that looks closely at the lived experiences of the 
researcher (Freeman, 1993). Freeman (1993) notes that autoethnography calls for intentional  
self-reflexivity of the researcher’s experience. Intentional self-reflexivity is the basis of 
autoethnography and is about researchers turning their research on themselves. Reed-Danahay 
(1997) says that researchers become liberated by sharing their own personal stories through 
academic investigation. Undertaking an autoethnographic approach allows me to document and 
explore my personal reflections about the role running and spirit have played in my 
transformation journey. Although I am a member of the Stellat’en First Nation, my research does 
not focus on an analysis of the Dakelh. I examine myself through the context of my community 
with my own set of cultural norms, bias, protocols, social environment and I solely focus on 
myself, by using the autoethnography method, I look specifically at my life and my own personal 
experiences (Whitinui, 2014). I look at my life in a decolonizing way by writing of my 
experiences in my thesis.   
Using an autoethnographic approach fits well with Indigenous methodologies, as both 
paradigms consider the importance of cultural understanding as it relates to autobiographical 
experiences (Chang, 2008). While it’s argued that, “autoethnography should be ethnographic in 
its methodological orientation, cultural in its interpretive orientation, and autobiographical in its 
content orientation” (Chang, 2008, p. 48) that does not mean that I am taking an outsider’s point 
of view about my Dakelh culture. Autoethnography can use an individual’s experiences as 
primary data to share the story of a culture (Chang, 2008) and allows for an exploration of 
cultural understanding through analysis not by self alone but by understanding of others through 
 
 
 
 
40 
self (Chang, 2008; Whitinui, 2014). Researchers Ellis, Adams and Bochner (2011) involved with 
autoethnography provide the following compilation about autoethnography, 
When researchers write autoethnographies, they seek to produce aesthetic and evocative 
thick descriptions of personal and interpersonal experience. They accomplish this by first 
discerning patterns of cultural experience evidenced by field notes, interviews and/or 
artifacts, and then describing these patterns using facets of storytelling, showing and 
telling, and alterations of authorial voice. Thus, the autoethnographer not only tries to 
make personal experience meaningful and cultural experience engaging, but also by 
producing accessible texts, she or he may be able to reach wider and more diverse mass 
audiences that traditional research usually disregards, a move that can make personal and 
social change possible for more people (Bochner, 1997; Ellis, 1995; Goodall, 2006; 
Hooks, 1994). (para.15) 
 
 I took this approach to autoethnography. However, I am mindful that an Indigenous 
autoethnography is different. As Whitinui (2014) explains:  
Autoethnography, as the dominant discourse, has become a widely accepted method of  
inquiry that is grounded in an interpretive paradigm and designed to construct wider  
cultural, political, and social meanings and understandings (Coffey 1999; Ellis 2004; 
Marechal 2010) but at times [it] lack[s] a certain esoterically, metaphysical, and 
w(holistic) edge specific to an indigenous reality. (p. 6) 
In my research, I would like to bring understanding to a wider audience about Indigenous 
autoethnography from a First Nations’ worldview using Indigenous methodologies. Undertaking 
an Indigenous autoethnography requires me to disconnect myself from the dominant discourses 
and reflect about what constitutes being Indigenous (Whitinui, 2014), and how to understand 
myself as closely linked to spirit (Whitinui, 2014). By sharing my story I am expressing my life 
and I realize that stories hold the power to change lives and alter history just as McIvor (2010) 
points out in her article on autoethnography.  
 Autoethnography became a deeply spiritual process when transformation took place 
during the research and writing process, through the compilation of the reflective journals and 
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interview data I compiled for the content of this research. When I wrote my literature review I 
actively explored spirit as it was missing in the literature. But it was much more than filling the 
gap in the literature that I stumbled upon spirit. It was the moment I realized that my research 
and the story I share in my thesis, is about my healing and transformation as a Dakelh woman 
and I realized that healing and spirituality are intricately linked for me and my path. My healing 
came from the Spirit, Creator, God. McIvor (2010) confirms my statement by saying 
“…connection to spirit and spirit in research is essential” (p. 147). I bear witness in my findings 
in Chapter 4 that tapping into my spiritual self is necessary for my healing and transformation. 
Ellis, Adams & Bochner (2011) and Holman Jones (2005) note that autoethnography is a 
method to carry out research that seeks to describe and systematically analyze personal 
experiences to understand cultural experience. I want to relate my understandings of the 
experience of the colonial injustices of my family and people and use this to relate back to the 
importance of relationships in my experiences within a Dakelh culture. I review the process I had 
undergone to learn to heal from the impacts of colonization and to relate better with myself and 
others. 
 My research documents my journey of running as a way of transforming myself. In 
addition, I am mindful of how much I want to share; I decide how much of my life is included in 
my research and how much I leave out (Custer, 2014). It was a conscious decision not to share 
my entire life story as I found the realizations about myself took place after I started running. 
There were experiences and realizations that took place in my life that I felt were more sacred 
and had I research or wrote about these experiences they would not be sacred anymore.  
Additionally, with the nature of thesis expectations, I am limiting the scope of my research to 
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approximately eight years of my life and more specifically four years of documented research 
through my reflective journals and interview. Although I reviewed and mention events in my 
past that predated this documented portion of my research, I documented autoethnographic data 
by writing personal reflective journals and creating and participating in an interview to examine 
my personal experiences.  
There is precedence for this type of research. Robinson (2008) takes ownership of what is 
shared in his autoethnography based thesis and acknowledges the discussion as part of his own 
experience. For the purposes of the narrative, it is his perspective alone. Similarly, in my thesis 
my sharing is sometimes vulnerable reflective experiences situated within my cultural context. 
Stage Two: Personal Reflective Journals. Running has been part of my life since early 
2009. I trained for five ten kilometre races, trained for five twenty-one kilometre races, and I 
completed an eight kilometre race in May of 2016. I’ve ran recreationally since 2009 and still 
run from time to time. The following provides a description of the training and races I undertook 
from 2009 to 2016. I trained for the Vancouver Sun Run in 2009 and I followed a Learn to Walk 
Ten Kilometre training schedule for thirteen weeks. At my first Vancouver Sun Run I was 
physically prepared to walk ten kilometres, however, when I began I saw all the runners and 
joggers and I encouraged myself to run the race. I stunned myself with a one hour and twenty-
seven minute finish time. I participated in the Vancouver Sun Run from 2010-2013 and faithfully 
followed the Learn to Run program. In the later years, I trained for the half marathon races and I 
used an eighteen week Running Room training schedule. I trained anywhere from three to twenty 
kilometers depending on where I was on any given training schedule.  
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I started writing personal reflective journals of my thoughts and insights after a run.  
Running provided me with the time to reflect on my life experiences. I journaled to collect 
research about myself and my running group and journaling seemed to be the best method of 
documenting at the time. However, as detailed above, my research question shifted, and I turned 
my research to my own experiences. By this point, I was regularly writing journals after my runs  
to document my experiences. I started writing my reflective journals and my last journal entry 
for my research was April 12, 2016. I have thirty-six journal entries that I examined for the 
purposes of this research. I did not use all the thirty-six entries as some did not explicitly address 
my commentary about my research question. Some of my journal entries from 2013 were deleted 
or lost when I had technical difficulty with my computer. Attempts at recovering the journal 
entries were made, however no solution was found. My early journal entries were handwritten, 
while some of my later journal entries were typed, and some documented by audio recordings 
using my iPhone voice memo app. The audio journals were transferred from my iPhone to my 
laptop for listening and review. I wrote reflective journals as it was the simplest way for me as 
the researcher to fully express my thoughts, feelings, and actions at the time. 
Stage Three: Interview. Interviewing is a method where a researcher gathers 
information from a research participant (Dunn, 2010) and this method has been widely used in 
research with Indigenous people (Archibald, 2008; Kovach, 2009; Wilson, 2008). I expressed my 
personal experiences by choosing a certified counselor I knew to ask me my own self-created 
and pre-determined interview questions. Using a counselor was important because sharing 
experiences may trigger painful memories, the conversation may bring forth a range of emotions, 
and as the researcher I needed to be prepared for any of my responses. The counsellor asked me 
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my interview questions and was present as a cautionary step to ensure that I would be safe 
should a breakdown or emotional trauma take place. I didn’t want to rehash the past and 
associated feelings and potentially go through a downward spiral of emotions. My intention was 
to recall the experiences that were linked to any of my pre-determined questions. By asking a  
counsellor to do this for me I felt there was space for me to fully express whatever was present 
for me. There is some precedent for this. In her thesis, King (2011) asked a professor to ask her, 
her own interview questions as part of her thesis research. In my case, the interview questions 
were closely tied to my research question.  
In the interview, I wanted to review my personal transformation through questions I 
asked of myself, to help me explore my transformation process. The interview was recorded to 
document my responses (Dunn 2010). Kovach (2009) discusses the use of open-structured 
methods within interview research. These methods ask the researcher to intuitively respond to 
stories, to share their own understandings, and to be active listeners. I found the emotions I 
experienced during this interview process were not as overwhelming as I originally anticipated. I 
was trusting of the counsellor and we had a limited time frame to conduct the interview. I 
decided to use this interview method as it coincides with the uses of Indigenous and 
Decolonizing research methodologies. Indigenous research frameworks generally have a 
decolonizing agenda that involves healing and transformation. When asking Indigenous people 
for their stories, a researcher must be aware that this method opens a door for healing associated 
with decolonization. The interview was fluid and as new realizations came up, I shared the 
realization and expressed myself.  
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The following pre-determined interview questions that I had created were asked of me: 
1. How do you understand health and wellness? Is health and wellness in your life? 
2. Is there a connection between physical, mental, emotional and spiritual health and 
running? If so, please share.  
3. How has running impacted your life? 
4. What running experiences are most prevalent in your mind? 
5. What transformational experiences are most prevalent in your mind? 
6. Are transformation and running linked?  If so, how? 
7. In Returning to Spirit, there are three fundamental models of transformation: the you to 
you, you to life and you to other. Share how you witness this model in your life.4  
8. Are there additional experiences that you would like to include in this interview? 
The interview took place over the course of one hour at the counsellor’s office. I chose this 
counsellor because I trust her. The interview was recorded. I asked another student about 
obtaining the service of a transcriber, and I trusted this student’s opinion about the services she 
received from the transcriber. Once the interview was over I obtained the services of the 
transcriber and the transcriber typed out my interview verbatim.  
Stage Four: Data Analysis. The purpose of my research was to uncover the links 
between running, transformation and my holistic health and specifically to examine the role 
spiritual health plays in my life through the experiences documented in my research. Therefore, I 
                                                
4 The Returning to Spirit model is a model of self-awareness based on the Returning to Spirit 
trainer definition of responsibility for one’s life. When one person is connected to themselves, 
connected to others and their life they become responsible for their life causing new possibilities 
to show up (Returning to Spirit Manual, 2012).  
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used my reflective journals and interview as data to explore my research question. Once the data 
was collected, the reflective journals and the interview were cross-referenced with one another. 
The interview took place in February 2016 and my documented experiences provided a snapshot 
of my recent life while the journals offered a longitudinal perspective of my life experiences. I 
read through my handwritten and typed journals, listened to my audio journals and read my 
interview transcript and looked for patterns or recurring experiences to identify themes for my 
research. Theme development went from a methodical to a spiritual process for me. I printed off 
the quotes that I found were most valuable to my research and situated them together. I was very 
puzzled at the process to develop my themes and did not know what to do but say a prayer to 
guide me. The themes I found were recurring, however this did not produce the final set of 
themes. There were areas of my life that I needed to pay attention to and didn’t realize they were 
important areas until I had seen them on paper. These themes were about gaps in my life that I 
discovered through my running journals and interview data. In addition to the gaps, there were 
also themes of my life that needed to be acknowledged in this thesis to address my self-
expression. Self-expression is at the core of my transformation and overcoming.  After I said a 
prayer I found the words that were developed into themes were projecting in my mind’s eye. 
When I closed my eyes, I could see clouds developing and the themes pulling together with these 
words pulling together like magnetic force fields as if they were already together. The themes I 
found by reviewing my experiences are presented in Chapter 4 and describe how my experiences 
relate to: 1) Space for Self-Reflection; 2) Relationships and Encouragement; 3) My Connection 
to Something Greater; 4) Honour My Life Enough to Love Myself; and 5) Creating Space to 
Fully Express Myself. 
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3.5 Ethics 
Ethical issues were considered before commencing my research and I obtained UNBC 
Research Ethics Board (REB) approval. From the guidelines of the UNBC Office of Research – 
Human Subjects website, ethics approval is mandatory and, “research involving human subjects, 
either directly or indirectly, even if non-invasive to the person, should be submitted for prior 
approval by the Research Ethics Board. This includes all research involving interviews, focus 
groups, aptitude testing, Internet surveys, telephone polls or psychological experiments.”  
As directed by Indigenous methodologies, I must remain accountable to my relationships, 
especially those mentioned in this thesis. Accordingly, this research required the approval of 
each person whom I referenced in this project, and I ensured each person who requested their 
anonymity that I respect their request.  
My family and friends are special to me and I am mindful when I disclose experiences 
about them in my research. My personal journal entries and my interview responses may be 
presented with risks that involve identity disclosure and/or have my family and friends’ 
reputation affected by the way I answered my interview questions. In her research, McIvor 
(2010) states that she had to ask her family some difficult questions and she needed to move  
forward with respect and live with any of the potential consequences of carrying out 
autoethnographic research. My research was on myself and there were some instances where I 
wanted to verify experiences or provide notice to family members where I mentioned their loved 
ones who passed away. For the fear of re-hurting others, I was afraid of asking these verification 
questions or acknowledging events that happened. However, once I asked the questions or 
verified the experiences it was not scary and I felt there was more healing that took place for 
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myself and my family members. The integrity I seek to carry through this research is reflected in 
Wilson (2008), the researcher insures that there are no negative or selfish motives for doing the 
research, because that could bring suffering upon everyone in the community. Every action that I 
took throughout this research process I considered my own personal ethics and considered how 
my work might affect my family, friends and/or community. 
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Chapter 4 –My Transformation Journey: Discussion & Themes 
 My participation in running and engaging in self-awareness activities and workshops and 
my relationships with others have been sources of healing and transformation in my life. In this 
recollection and analysis of events in my life, I focus on the years after I started running from 
early 2009 and forward, and my participation in a self-awareness and reconciliation program 
called Returning to Spirit, and later, my participation in the Choices Seminars program, although 
some of the entries refer to events that took place before 2009. The inclusion of these events 
serves both to provide context to you, the reader, who may not be familiar with my life 
experiences, and/or because something in my present made me think of this event. Most of the 
experiences documented are events associated with running or my engaging with self-awareness.  
The experiences I share in this thesis are based on the premise of running as a catalyst for 
my personal awareness and transformation journey; this thesis is a vessel which holds the 
messages I want to share about my life experiences. The traditional role of runner as messenger 
is translated into a contemporary role through an academic setting by way of the writing of this 
thesis. I use this thesis to share my message of my transformative life experiences with my own 
Dakelh, other First Nations and the settler and ally community. In recollecting my personal 
experiences that make up my reflective journal and my interview data, I derived themes out of 
the experiences in my analysis by using an Indigenous autoethnographic method.  
Five themes emerged from the analysis of my data in my journals and from my answers 
to the interview questions I created to look at my transformational experiences. These were:  
i) Space for Self-Reflection; ii) Relationships and Encouragement; iii) My Connection to 
Something Greater; iv) Creating Space to Honour My Life Enough to Love Myself; and v) 
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Creating Space to Fully Express Myself. These five themes are all connected to central ideas of 
resilience and transformation. 
4.1 Space for Self-Reflection – Responding to the World Around Me 
 The first theme that emerged from my research was that of space for self-reflection and 
responding to the world around me. For example, throughout my reflective journals I frequently 
referred to the importance of running as a time for me to reflect on my day to day experiences.  
it was snowing … on Sunday and I didn’t want to run in fresh snow and I knew there was 
an opportunity to do my run at the university [track] so I took that upon myself to go and 
do that [run] …at kilometre six I was so ready to stop, I’ve done enough but then I 
changed my mind and realized it’s perfectly ok to keep going with the run until my seven  
kilometre milestone and that was my training for that day. So often in my life [I tell 
myself] I am okay, okay that’s enough for me and so I could relate my running training to 
life and it’s a good balance [or awareness] like [an] expectation of myself and not really 
wanting to fill that expectation of myself but at the same time [I ask myself] am I 
committed to my goals? Or am I committed to more of the other stuff that’s not fulfilling?  
Partially the reason why I am doing this running [at this time] is for my thesis, cause my 
whole thesis, the whole start off point was running. And I am realizing [that] running is 
linked to life. (Janine Luggi, Journal, January 20, 2016) 
   
The way I run and participate or not participate in running is the way I live my life and 
it’s a kind of self-discipline and self-regulation. Running has provided me with an opportunity to 
see myself in ways I was not comfortable with, yet I challenged myself to keep running and self-
reflecting. One such challenge was training for a half marathon soon after the unexpected 
passing of my cousin Robert who was very much like an older brother to me. I had already 
committed to training for this half marathon in May 2012 and he passed away in January 2012. 
This training was far more emotionally challenging than other training I had experienced yet it 
was the most rewarding race to date. The challenge came in the form of staying committed to the 
training when some days I clearly did not want to be running. This time of self-reflection through 
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running was a very important way for me to deal with grief and loss. At this time, I sought out 
running as a way of being alone (with others, yet alone in my thoughts) and processing what I 
was experiencing. That the role of running was and is important in creating a space for self-
reflection, specifically in times of grief and loss, was evident throughout many of the journal 
entries that I analyzed in this research. However, one particular period in my life stood out for 
me during my analysis as it was referred to in several of my journal entries and this sequence of 
events will be discussed in greater detail below. Looking back, after my cousin Stanley and his 
brother Robert passed away, running became an important way for me to process two different 
experiences of grief and loss. One of the ways I coped with my grief and loss was documented in 
a series of recollections I had about the way in which I grieved differently after these two cousins 
of mine passed away ten years apart. I wrote about my experience of a run on March 20th, 2014 
and my reflections on that day: 
… I was running up UNBC hill doing my hill training and I was overcome with this sense 
of being challenged, … during this run, [I] realized whatever emotions were there for me 
in that moment I needed to express them. On the way up the hill and I remember holding 
in my emotions not doing anything to express it and I was starting to reflect on that run I 
did before in 2011 when I was remember[ing] my cousin Stan’s [passing]. I [started] 
connecting the dots about how I never gave myself the opportunity to grieve for Stan and 
[noticing] the grieving process that I [have]gone through with my cousin Robert was 
raw, [and still very real] and it affected me when I was in school, it affected all aspects of 
my life. I’m feeling like there’s a certain amount of letting go that I’m doing with my 
cousin Robert gone. … anyways when Stan passed away in September 2002 I knew he 
was sick and … I thought he [Stan] would come home again from the hospital. [And I 
got] a call, and I was told to go to the hospital because Stan didn’t have much time. I 
remember not [wanting to go] to the hospital. …and at that time I hated going to 
hospitals …  I’m not sure but it’s like hospitals are a place where people die. Richard 
drove me [to the hospital] and I went running to the door and I seen my cousin crying 
and she said, “He’s gone. I can’t believe he’s gone.” I needed to see it for myself [and it] 
bothered me that I only visited Stan twice when he was in the hospital and I was mad at 
myself for not being with him. … My Mom says we need to remember them for when they 
were alive. So that sticks out in my mind … I forgotten a lot of the time around Stan’s 
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death. I blocked it out; I shut down [to life] … going back to the run last Thursday I got 
clear on how much I was present to my cousin Robert Jr.’s death and I wasn’t really 
present to my cousin Stan’s death. I remember drinking a lot after he had passed away, 
like drinking. And just not caring about life, going through the motions. (Journal, March 
27, 2014) 
 
I saw a distinction between the deaths of my cousins. I reacted to their deaths in different ways. I 
discuss the distinction and realization of what these two deaths showed me about my life. 
I think that’s how I did life before I got a better awareness about myself. if something 
tough, challenging, heart breaking came up I stopped living life. I let traumatic events, I 
let heartbreak, I let hurts like take over me or I would just avoid [facing] them, I would 
shut down. [This realization] became clear to me when I was an RTS trainer and one of 
the lead trainers was walking me through my way of survival and I came to the  
conclusion about the same thing that my cousin Stan’s death and my cousin Robert’s 
death were very different for me in the way that I grieved. I had completely shut down to 
Stan’s death and now and when I was doing the way of survival exercise with one of the 
trainers I got clear that I wasn’t shut down and that with my cousin Robert’s death that I 
was mostly present to his death. And my whole life after Robert passed away, I was 
getting more present. And this is all thanks to my work in RTS and being aware of when 
I’m avoiding life or being in shut down and now I really have an awareness. … But when 
crying or angry I don’t let my emotions hold me down anymore or my lack of emotions, I 
don’t let those hold me down anymore or stop me from living life. So that’s been like a 
huge, huge learning for me. (Journal, March 27, 2014) 
 
The learning I received from the passing away of my two cousins has been a hard lesson to learn 
but it has helped me to realize how important and precious life is, and that we all do not know 
how much time we have here on Earth and to appreciate those we love and care about.  
… celebrate and appreciate people while they’re here because I think it’s harder to love 
people when they’re gone. We can’t talk to them; we can’t communicate with them. … 
My family is really important. My Mom and Dad are important to me. My sisters are 
important to me and their children are important to me. Richard and his kids and his 
family are important to me. My grandnephew is important to me. No matter what my 
relationship might look like, or be perceived with any of my family members, whether 
they don’t like me or not, deep down I really love my whole family. And again this all 
came out of an insight from a run. I’m getting connected with my relationship to myself, 
my relationship with life and my relationship to others. And that’s what Returning to 
Spirit has taught me and it’s been an amazing journey since 2009 when I first took 
Returning to Spirit. It’s been a roller coaster; an amazing journey since January 20th, 
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2012 when I lost my cousin Robert Jr. And it’s really like the day I woke up. I had to start 
being present for people in a way that I could be there or be with them. After my run last 
Thursday, I called Richard and told him about my insights and about Robert and Stan 
and how I had not really grieved for Stan and about how this is the time to grieve for 
Stan, I felt open to it and ready. Now that I’ve come through a grieving process or I am 
going through a grieving process, I’m hoping this, this with Stan will kind of be easier. … 
Every single person is important no matter who they are no matter if we argue with them 
or if we love them to pieces. (Journal, March 27, 2014)  
 
Self-discovery and self-realization is a lifelong process that comes in many ways and 
forms. In my experience, self-discovery and self-realization came after grief and loss of loved 
ones. With the passing away of family members I noticed that my grief for one family member 
was quite different from the way I grieved for the other. I realized that in one instance I shut 
down to grieving and in the other instance I was acknowledging the grief and allowing myself to 
walk through a healing process and open to my life more. My cousin Robert died suddenly 
because of an explosion at his place of employment. I found it interesting that I could be more 
present for that shocking and unexpected death than for Stan’s death which was due to a serious 
and progressive bone marrow illness. Thinking more in depth about this, I believe it was the way 
they died that affected me differently. Stan died from a long-standing illness, which made me 
aware of the possibility of his death over a long period of time even if I did not really accept that 
that was what was going to happen. However, much like the body adjusts to a stimulus that it is 
exposed to for a long period of time, it was as if I was numbed to this possibility and to what was 
going on. When Stan died, I did not take the time to process his death, and grieve, perhaps 
because his condition had been worsening for such a long time that it was hard to believe that he 
was not around anymore. However, with Robert, he was there one minute, walking, talking, 
laughing and the next he was not. This came as a much greater shock to me, and was a wake-up 
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moment in my life. Now, I realized how precious life is and how quickly life can change in an 
instant. In this realization, I am opening to life more, and am more present to my family and 
friends who I love and care about. Stan had passed away many years before his younger brother 
passed away. When Stan passed away, I can recall avoiding the emotions and the grief that goes 
alongside losing a loved one, because he passed away before I entered the phase of exploring 
self-awareness, before running and before attending Returning to Spirit and Choices Seminars.  
However, Robert passed away after I participated in self awareness and running, so I was  
aware of the things I might react to, and knew that I needed to take care of myself differently and 
it was such an unexpected and traumatic death. In the months, and for a few years after Robert’s 
death my family was consumed by grief. The pain had become my life, whereas when Stanley 
passed away I had avoided dealing with his death. I had a conversation with a colleague of mine, 
a Returning to Spirit Trainer, and she walked me through a process about these two deaths, and 
how dissimilar my experiences of grief were. We concluded that I had shut down during the first 
death, and when the second brother passed away I was open to grieving. The key word is shut 
down, in that, a process in Returning to Spirit is the discovery of a way of survival, the way we 
(participants/people) fix, cope and survive our way through life, and I found out that my earlier 
way of survival was to shut down. This is and has been a tendency within my whole life: when 
things get tough I shut down and stop living life to the fullest. In the case of Robert’s death, I did 
not shut down and I was open to doing whatever it was I needed to see, hear, feel and do to get 
through the grieving period.  
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 Based on my personal reflective journals, it was clear that self-reflection happened best 
when I was alone. In fact, I comment on this frequently throughout my journals. One excerpt 
from April 8, 2015, after a six kilometre run, says:  
…once I get going on my runs I feel good about it and I usually come to a place of like 
some kind of prayer or meditation while I’m running. It’s refreshing! Not only does it 
move me physically but it moves my spirit. … it’s something I can’t get anywhere else. I 
can’t get it from alcohol; I can’t get it from drugs. I can’t get it from anywhere. I can’t 
get it from the poorest of relationships; I can’t get it from the greatest of relationships. 
It’s a challenge physically, it’s a challenge of my mind and it’s a challenge of my 
emotions and it’s all encompassing and I’m not sure how to describe all-encompassing 
right now. (Janine Luggi, Journal April 8, 2015)  
 
For the most part, I listen to music while I am running. I reflect about my life often, outside of 
running. This includes reflecting while listening to music, reflecting during a run, and listening 
to music and running. There were times during my research phase where I spoke out my 
reflections and recorded via voice memo app directly on my phone. Often, it is the listening to 
music and running where I can ease myself into a challenge and listening to music helps me push 
through my goal for the day. I reflect when listening to music and not listening to music. The 
lyrics of songs help me tap into areas of my life that are unresolved, or if the music has a great 
melody or beat I challenge myself to run faster with a fast beat. The writing that took place after 
a run gave me an opportunity to reflect and express in a way I never thought was possible. I 
didn’t think my words mattered until I started writing my reflective journals and writing my 
thesis.  
Today I have a voice to share my experience. I discuss my relationship to music more in 
another section of Chapter 4. It is important to have solitude to reflect. My solitude includes 
listening to music and closing the doors on the world so I can be with myself and my own 
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thoughts and reflections. Being alone allows me to direct my energy inwards. It also creates a 
space where I am not distracted by the business of everything taking place around me, leaving 
me space to reflect and be alone with my thoughts.  
Self-reflection and running seem to go in tandem with one another for me, specifically 
because running is something that I tend to do alone. Some might even call this self-reflective 
process a meditative process. Meditation while running is about focusing on one thing and if my 
mind wanders, I tended to gently guide it back to my focus. This focus can be the feeling of your 
feet hitting the pavement, or the feeling of air moving through your nose as you breathe in and  
out, remembering to breathe. It can also be a mental image, or an idea of who you want to be. In 
my case, when I run, I tend to focus on my daily tasks, my relationships, how fulfilled or not 
fulfilled I am, the mechanics of my run, the ability for mental clarity or decision making to 
become very present. Although some might read this section and suggest that I meditate while 
running, and perhaps I do, I do not refer to my own running as meditative or as a form of 
meditation in my journals. Meditation as a word can mean so many different things to different 
people; it is my hope that, rather than labeling my running as meditation, that my stories can 
paint a picture, describe a feeling which the reader can relate to and internalize this in their own 
way to give them what they need.    
4.2 Relationships and Encouragement 
 The second theme that emerged from my research was that of relationships and 
encouragement. In my journals, as well as my interview, I shared how my relationships with 
others directly or indirectly impacted my life in some way. One running experience that tugs on 
my heart strings was the first time I participated in the Run for the Cure for breast cancer, in 
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2005 in Prince George. I was running in honor of my aunt who at the time had been recently 
diagnosed with breast cancer. Here is a glimpse of my experience that day:  
…I ran for my aunt who had breast cancer at the time. It [the run] took place about mid-
Fall, something like that, as the leaves were changing colours. [During the run,] I 
remember thinking “Gee this[running] is really hard, I can’t do this. It seems like I 
should just walk.” I was playing that over in my head…I could see all these women and 
they were running, they were walking and they had [the unique] survivor shirts on… this 
is silly thinking [on my part], “This is tough.” There’s all these women who go through a 
lot and here I am and I’m healthy, and there’s no complaints for me [and my life] and I 
was just so overcome with emotions. It was a real eye opener for me and I had much 
compassion for women who’ve gone through the disease; and overcome it. … I remember 
being really present to compassion after that [run]… I was more aware of other people. 
[I realized that] this run is not about me and what I can, and can’t do. (Janine Luggi, 
Interview, February 2016).  
 
Although I did not know the women that I was running with, I felt a connection to them because 
we all had something in common. This shared experience of running for someone who had been 
affected by breast cancer created a sense of community. Today, my aunt has overcome the breast 
cancer and lives a healthy life with her family.  
The importance of connecting with others over a shared experience was evident in 
another journal entry, in which I discuss the beginning of my Master’s degree.  
When I came into [the First Nation’s Studies] master’s degree program at UNBC [in 
September 2011] I was a one-person cohort. … I really didn’t know what I was getting 
myself into when I entered the program by myself without any colleagues or emotional 
support to help me along or for me to help others along. I didn’t realize I was missing out 
on this very important piece of a master’s student life. (Janine Luggi, Journal, March 25, 
2016) 
 
In retrospect, I was not as aware as I am today of the value in connecting with others for support 
and a mutual understanding of the thesis process. During my course work and well into the 
writing of my thesis, I took it for granted that I am part of a community in Stellaquo. In Stellaquo 
I had the comforts of family and friends and home as part of my everyday life, whereas when I 
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was at school at UNBC, my support network and these comforts were not present. This master’s 
degree has taught me a lot about myself and the possibilities of life. It was not always easy on 
this path but I realized that perseverance and consistency add to my feeling of being resilient. I 
received much encouragement from others in my newer graduate studies surroundings by 
seeking out support and encouragement, for example from various new and previous friends in 
Prince George, other graduate students, and my Returning to Spirit and Choices Seminars family.  
In academia, as students we compete against each other to get a grant or to get the better 
grade. I find that this space is not readily designed for creating relationships. However, I found 
key relationships during this time to help support and mentor me during this time. When I 
entered the Master of Arts degree program, I knew there was something missing in my life, but I 
had not quite figured out what. I did not realize what I was up against by not having other 
students starting the academic journey with me. This was one of the realizations I had where I 
learned the hard way to ask for help when I needed it. While I was doing coursework, I was 
happy to have a few students that were in different graduate degree programs or students who 
started their program at a different time. We connected in various settings on and off campus for 
support and discussions. There were a few people who helped ease the stress of my one-person 
cohort situation. However, after some hiccups and after a length of time in my graduate degree 
program, I met and befriended another student, Valerie. She had the zeal to stand beside and 
encourage me, and teach me whenever I needed that extra support at the time I decided to give 
the thesis one last push.  
Valerie came into my life at a unique time and she has contributed to me and my life with 
her ability to share with me what I need to know to get through this thesis process with the 
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utmost care and attention. She has the ability to listen to where I am at and has the patience to 
work with me. Although she was not in the same degree program as me, she understood the 
thesis process as she recently went through her own research and brought her fresh experience 
with her. I describe my newfound relationship with my new friend and teacher, 
[My lack of a] table of contents was a little thing but it was indicative of what was going 
on [in my life at the time]. [Once I developed] my table of contents [I realized this was  
needed to] hold everything [in my thesis,] together. [Developing a solid table of contents 
helped me regain the confidence in myself and moving forward with the thesis writing] … 
and [she]coached me [along in the research and writing process.] And this is how my 
new friend, Valerie helped me, she helped me put things into perspective in a long term 
vision of the proposal and thesis. And as our relationship continues today I realize she 
was a pivotal part of the witness to myself to complete something I said I was going to 
complete. I was merely clinging to these words, saying to myself, ‘I need to get this thesis 
done, I’m sick of working on it, I am beginning to dread this thesis all over again’ [and 
while I had been playing this self-talk in my mind over and over again I realized the help 
and coaching I needed was right there when I was ready to take a leap and set out to 
walk through this process and complete the thesis] and at the same time my friend 
Valerie came around and helped me fill in many gaps, the questions I had and [offered 
me an opportunity to] have a cohort with one other person. Our relationship has turned 
into a friendship of mutual appreciation, kindness, and contributing to one another, and I 
am forever thankful for the relationship. I see how she has contributed to others who are 
on the university journey and it’s been amazing [to witness]. After I received help from 
her the first time I was thinking to myself she is like an angel sent to make things make 
sense [for me] as well as for others she helped with their own academic writing. A true 
mark of a leader. My words right now don’t begin to express my appreciation for Valerie. 
(Janine Luggi Journal, April 5, 2016)  
  
Finding the structure that I needed with my graduate studies opened a door for me that 
kept me living with purpose and fulfilling my goal to complete my master’s degree. An instance 
I experienced in which I needed structure in my life was after I drafted a timeline with my 
supervisor.  
I am realizing that this [thesis completion] timeline is helping me get structure in my life. 
My partner Richard said that I need structure in my life and he is right. I need structure 
as a starting point and can usually take my life from there and giver and do what I need 
to get stuff done. (Janine Luggi Journal, October 6, 2015)  
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The notion of structure is important and something I need in my life as a light post for me 
to help me get where I need to go, however, allowing myself to let go of this notion of structure 
allows me to reach into my own self-expression and seek to find within myself the very essence 
of myself, my spirit, and helped me grab onto the journey with purpose and passion.  
 There are not many people who come into my life who meet me where I am at and 
encourage me to become who I am meant to be; these people are unique. I find that when 
everything is as it is meant to be, a unique person comes into my life and surrounds me with 
support and resources to help me live my life to its full potential. People like this challenge me to 
become better than I was the day before with a lot of compassion and integrity. I find this in very 
few people, and I am grateful to find this in my personal trainer, Tasha. Tasha has coached me in 
the areas of fitness and weight loss, and I discuss our relationship that is about personal training 
and I share this in the following journal excerpt: 
Tasha has walked me through a lot of [challenging and joyous] times in my life including 
the death of my cousin, and helped me walk through many processes by being my friend 
and personal trainer. She pushes me to my absolute best mind, body and spirit. I 
remember [on] one occasion, I was having difficulty with a family member and I 
remember not wanting to bring this up with Tasha, like it was an inappropriate place to 
bring it up [which was my own self- talk]. I quickly found [that out] when I burst [out 
into tears] from an overwhelming feeling of not being able to hold it all in. I [shared 
with] Tasha about [an experience with] one person [who] was hurtful, and never had 
good things to say about me. Tasha coached me [by talking me through my recollection 
of this hurt and helped me see that some people are hurting and take their hurt out on 
others] through this entire hour session with her, and I could see that I could have easily 
quit the [personal training] session and talked with her [Tasha] the whole time, however 
I realized that, this is what I’ve done my whole life, when things get tough, I give up and 
stop fully expressing myself, and I stop being at peace about my life. Tasha is [one of my] 
coaches, she talks me through things [the personal and emotional areas that would 
normally keep me stuck]. [Our relationship is] more than fitness, she listens and coaches 
me through life, and she is a good, trustworthy friend. (Journal April 5, 2016)  
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At this sensitive, vulnerable and growing time in my life I needed support people who 
were non-judgmental and saw potential in me. I could have quickly quit that personal training 
session, however, in that moment, I discovered that, by quitting, I would have given up my 
power to a past situation that had no real bearing on my personal training session. Tasha coached  
me, she disrupted me, and for that I am grateful for our relationship that goes beyond fitness.  
Throughout the grieving process there were various people who helped me along the 
way. Grieving is tricky and does not necessarily get completed in a set amount of time. In my 
view, grief is an abstract, emotional and spiritual process that takes time and periods or stages of 
letting go that are unique to each person dealing with grief of a loved one and every new grief 
and loss situation. The type of grieving I discuss is that of losing loved ones who passed away. 
My thesis supervisor, Dr. Antonia Mills helped me within the year of Robert’s passing. 
I had a discussion with Antonia [Mills] on Friday August 30 [2012] … I shared a lot 
about what I had learnt about myself in this research process, my running experiences, 
[and] what I’ve noticed about myself in the grief process. I told her that I learned … so 
much about myself since my cousin Robert died. She told me in grieving for your cousin, 
you are grieving your old self. I totally got what she said. (Journal September 7, 2012)  
I did not expect to hear this from Antonia nor had I ever seen the grieving process as an 
additional grieving of my former self. This was one of those defining moments where I identified 
my grief for a loved one as an opening for my personal healing to better understand what I was 
left with as a result of my cousin’s passing and step into creating my life with much more 
awareness than I had before. From that day on, I shifted my thinking about grief and became 
aware of grieving my former self as I was stepping into a new phase in my life. However, there 
were days where the grief would come back again and I had to realize it was grief and choose to 
feel the feelings or cry out the grief. Antonia shared her point of view on grieving and offered an 
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insight I was not familiar with and I integrated the new insight in my own heart for me to 
acknowledge and make steps to move forward with the grieving process in a whole new way.  
 Calhoun, Tedeschi, Cann, & Hanks (2010) describe this new way forward with their  
research termed post traumatic growth as described here, 
Recent theory and research have drawn attention to the need to better understand the 
positive changes, termed posttraumatic growth, that often occur in bereaved individuals; 
even as negative emotions related to grief persist. … and … present a model for 
understanding how the loss of a close other can eventually lead to a recognition of 
important positive personal changes. Loss, especially unexpected loss, disrupts an 
individual’s beliefs about the world and initiates a process of rebuilding an 
understanding. During this process, many people come to realise their own strengths, 
appreciate the impact of their relationships, and have new spiritual insights. (pg. 1)  
 
The research by Calhoun et al. (2010) explains a similar process I witnessed in myself going 
through a grieving process and later, my own personal moving forward process. Recognizing the 
value in my relationships with other people has come because of a larger self-awareness that I 
have developed over the years. Self-awareness, to me, is about acknowledging and exploring 
areas of my life that were fulfilling and not fulfilling, and taking responsibility for all areas of my 
life. When I started running and becoming more self-aware I found that I could not walk through 
this life alone; relationships and my connections to people, either family, friends, business 
partners, acquaintances and strangers are key to having fulfillment in my life. I also recognized 
that I needed to seek help when I needed it. However, it is also important to me that the people in 
my life are positive, supportive and help me to become the best version of myself.  
Over the last few months, October 2015 - April 2016 I learned I would much rather have 
people lifting me up during this [thesis] journey rather than condemning me for the path 
I chose to take. There have been several people, from different walks of life helping me 
through this part of my journey, and I found seeing negative people or having 
relationships with negative people did not serve me or my intentions at that time. I found 
I needed to honour myself through this thesis process by surrounding myself with things 
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and people that give me value, people that are helping me along the way, my coaches. 
(Journal April 5, 2016)  
The relationships mentioned in this thesis are a few of the significant relationships that I  
had in my life where the people mentioned were part of transforming my life. The relationships 
mentioned here are the experiences with others wherein I had profound realizations about 
myself, my abilities and my growth as a person. There are people who helped me along the way, 
… through people coaching me through life where I’ve been able to pick myself up and 
people will share with me for what it’s like and it might hurt [me for] a little bit but after 
a while it gets better, like I absorb whatever their suggestions they may have for me and I 
just pick myself up and keep going … (Janine Luggi, Interview, February 2016).  
I knowingly and sometimes reluctantly listened to others and their words of 
encouragement and I decided if it was for me to integrate their coaching into my life. Intuition is 
the basis for me to integrate coaching words for me. Sometimes it’s hard to take coaching and 
sometimes I am ready. Sometimes my body physically reacts and I feel pain listening to words 
and I attempt to avoid their words, yet my body tells me otherwise through this pain. In my 
experience, it comes back to my power to choose. I believe this leads me to being very coachable 
by many people in my life.  
In addition to the friendships and family relationships I had, I documented a few 
occurrences where other individuals could facilitate healing and transformation as part of healing 
programs like the Choices Seminars. In my experience at Choices Seminars, I was guided in a 
self-reflection process where I discovered that I was holding on to grief that I previously thought 
I dealt with,  
[During my Choices Seminars experience] I had a letting go of grief for my cousin 
Robert, I forgave him for leaving so quickly, and for all of the hurt that came after this, 
and at that time I don’t think I fully expressed what was there for me to strangers, I had 
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always expressed this to my close friends and family, and through my prayers. So it was 
very scary and a vulnerable feeling to share with people I had just become acquainted 
with, and I knew at the same time it was powerful to share what I needed to. … (Journal, 
April 12, 2016) 
 
This quote from my journal proves to me what people continually shared with me in the grief 
process, that grief is a tricky process and when I believe it is ‘done with’ especially the missing 
of loved ones. The missing of loved ones will always be there and grief for me has transferred or 
transformed in my life as well.  
In another experience, watching a colleague undertake self-reflection in their own life 
and subsequently participate in forgiveness in their own life turned out to be a catalyst for me to 
experience more letting go of the suffering and make more forgiveness present in my life. 
[At a Returning to Spirit workshop] I watched my co-trainer facilitate [a session on] 
forgiveness for the workshop and it moved my spirit. In [Returning to Spirit] RTS, we say 
that if you accept that you cannot change the past and can’t go back there and change it 
AND choose to let go of that experience that forgiveness naturally shows up [in your 
space]. My co trainer talked about his experience about two of his son’s passing away. 
My co trainer had experienced forgiveness in the sense of that [as a father] he couldn’t 
change that his sons passed away, and he couldn’t go back and turn it around, and he 
chose to let these event[s] go, and that he refused for these things that happened [the 
suffering he had taken on to him] to dominate his life. And forgiveness naturally showed 
up [in his life]. When I listened to his [my co-trainer’s] experiences, I was so overcome 
[with emotion by] his experience. [In that moment] I was going through my own process 
of forgiveness of the company where my cousin passed away. I accepted the fact that he 
[my cousin] died and none of us could ever change it [or bring him back], and I chose to 
let go of the suffering that night brought to me, not to my family [or anyone else] because 
I can’t do that for them, because I found that we grieved as a family and [I believe we] 
found a new way to grieve that was more healthy if that makes sense. As I write this, I 
find myself trying to avoid writing this stuff and shutting down, shutting down being my 
way of survival, the way I fix, cope and survive [my way through] life. … [at the 
workshop] I had come to the conclusion that I needed to let go of the hold the event of my 
cousin’s passing had on me. It was overwhelming and yet so freeing all in a matter of 
seconds…I don’t know if I have forgiven the company…I have forgiven the event, that it 
happened and the hold it had on me.  (Journal, April 12, 2016)  
 
Additionally, in my personal interview I discussed this same experience of forgiveness,  
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It was hard to let go of the need for revenge for the company, and the need for justice 
because that inquest, I don’t think it really did a lot. But yesterday I made the conscious 
decision to let go because I was sick of packing that backpack [of suffering] around. 
(Interview, February 26, 2016)  
Reflection is an ongoing process that I must constantly maneuver in addition to the world around 
me. It is not easy. For example, after the death of my cousin Robert, the company he worked for 
and the events leading up to, during and after, underwent an inquest. The inquest process stirred 
up the emotions and grief for myself and others and I didn’t feel anything was resolved and it 
was more compounded grief after compounded grief. As I described in my personal interview, I 
had to undertake a conscious decision to continue to move forward in the way that I needed to 
and not try and control what I could not control. Experiencing this forgiveness allowed my spirit 
to fully show up, and with these two recollections of letting go, I can fully express myself by not 
letting the hurt hang onto me like it had done before.  
I hope I can be that source of help to others, just as these relationships and ‘coaches’ in 
my life helped me by coaching me, disrupting me out of my suffering and being there when I 
needed someone. Each one of us needs someone who believes in us and helps us to live with 
passion to live our purpose in life.  
4.3 My Connection to Something Greater 
Another theme that emerged from my analysis was a connection to Something Greater 
than myself. One of those things that connects me to something greater is music. Music has been 
part of my life since I was a little girl and is tied to many areas of my life including my family 
and social life. Music has made a huge impact on my transformation. This connection between 
 
 
 
 
66 
music and something greater is evident throughout my personal journals and my interview 
collected as part of this study. For example: 
I participated in the Choices Seminars [program] in November 2014. I wasn’t sure what 
to expect at Choices, many of my friends and some family had participated in the 
program and I [decided to check out the program for myself] … [While I was at Choices 
Seminars] I had many profound and insightful experiences. There was one process where 
we were asked to let go of experiences that hurt us and I remember the song Sands of 
Time by Willie Nelson was playing in the background. Just as I am writing this [in my 
journal], I am crying, in remembrance of what I went through and how I was able to let 
go [of some suffering] that day. … I went over many experiences between myself and my 
parents, … it was so freeing to acknowledge them and let them go. One thing for sure is 
that my parents did the best they could with what they knew, and I am thankful they are 
my parents and have shown me how to live a good life. … one experience, [that came up 
for me during the Choices Seminars experience] is how, for a long time as a child, I 
believed I was not wanted. As a child who was born 12 and 14 years after my sisters, I 
felt this large gap in years. My mom told me later I was wanted, and it wasn’t until I 
attended Choices Seminars that I was able to [understand in my heart] and understand 
that [I was wanted by my parents]. I felt so free to express myself at Choices because I 
knew very little people there, and I developed a trust for all of the facilitators and my 
coaches, and my group. I remember the facilitator’s guiding words [during this 
particular process] and the words of this Willie Nelson [song] that really shook me to the 
core, and I had to get rid of [some of my past] because I knew in my spirit it was only 
keeping me down, … and I wanted to take every advantage of my time at Choices. I feel 
calm now, just writing this down on paper, I am honestly kind of scared about this whole 
writing process. (Journal, April 12, 2016) 
 
The lyrics of certain songs pierce through my heart. Music speaks to me at a deeper level 
than communication or counselling with others. It’s a level of healing that comes from the 
marrying of the perfect lyrics and perfect melody, instruments and sometimes the sheer volume 
of the music that penetrate through my heart and mind, creating this connection, like a link 
between my heart and mind and I get moved emotionally through happiness, or tears. The lyrics 
of a Willie Nelson song called Sands of Time brought me to this point of crying and letting go, 
which allowed me to undergo a greater transformation. I didn’t think I was ready to jump into 
this process at Choices Seminars, but it was when I heard this music and the lyrics that I could let 
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go of and fully express whatever was there for me that bothered me and anything that bothered 
me, that needed resolving.  
Music, the melody, the beat, and the lyrics of songs connect me to myself and my family 
around me. I grow and learn more about myself as I spend time listening and engaging with my 
music, sharing my family’s music whether it be traditional Dakelh music or gospel music. In this 
journal entry, I reflect extensively on one song called Risk by Paul Brandt. Again, much like the 
Sands of Time lyrics, it was the words of the song Risk that propelled me to look deeper into my 
heart and spirit, pushing me outside of my comfort zone. I heard this song after a run and this 
caused me to reflect on the important role music has had in my life, and how this was not always 
the case. Several excerpts from this journal entry are included below. 
… I’m noticing in my journals that I talk a lot about music…I come from a musical 
family, whether we sing, [or drum or play other instruments] we really love music, I 
really enjoy it [listening and creating music] and the whole idea of having a family drum 
group, and we also sing gospel music. My family [has] started recording gospel music 
and we have a Louie Singers CD where we sing our traditional Carrier music. (February 
17, 2016 Journal) 
 
My general love of music was born very early when I was a child with influence from 
family members including my mom, sisters and cousins. These two were always listening to 
music in the house or in our vehicles. Not only were my mom and sister influential in my taste in 
music, my late cousin Stan was as well.  
Stan and I spent a lot of time together. From my recollection, apparently, [to my cousin 
Stan] I was a little brat who always bothered him and was always bothering his stuff. But 
as I got older I would escape to Prince George [with Stan] for the weekends…I would 
visit …[family in Prince George]. It was something different [for me to do] in my teenage 
years…when I got my driver’s license Stan was getting me to drive for him and bring him 
to appointments and we’d go to the All Native Hockey Tournament and I always made 
sure I had a ride with him [to and from Prince George]. I know that’s where I got my 
love for classic rock music because he always played some kind of classic rock or music 
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that he thought was really good… So part of my musical taste comes from him [Stan]. All 
the way from Hank Williams to Patsy Cline, to Merle Haggard – he played a lot of Merle 
Haggard. He played Elvis [Presley] to Nazareth to the [Rolling] Stones and quite a bit of 
ACDC. (March 27, 2014 Journal)  
These family members and my connections to memorable times in my life have resonated 
with me and planted seeds and influenced the music I paid attention to.  
Dakelh music has always been part of my life from a young child to the present time. 
Although music and drumming have become very important to my present self, these were not 
always activities that I willingly engaged with in the past. Everyone had their role in our family, 
or so it seemed, and I didn’t believe there was a place for me in the singing and drumming until a 
significant family celebration which I discuss later about my cousin and his battle for his life. 
Looking back, I realize these experiences were meaningful and contributed to my love of music.  
… I remember my great aunty Bernie telling me when I was a little girl, she wanted to 
teach me how to sing and drum, and we never did follow up with her, and I never did go 
back [to specifically learn to drum with her] but you know whenever she was around she 
always drummed with us, she enticed us [family members] to drum. She’s no longer with 
us and I really honour what she has done for my family [by keeping our traditions alive]. 
… I’ve always been around drumming and singing [although] I never made it a real 
intention to [sing] with the Louie Singers. (February 17, 2016 Journal) 
 
As a child, I was exposed to drumming often and had many opportunities to dance.  
My granny always had her drum … and, [in] her home, they would pull out the drum and 
get the kids to dance around the wood stove, but it was literally [us dancing to the drum] 
around the house. (February 17, 2016) 
 
These experiences around the drum in my childhood had a profound impact on me and 
contributed to meaningful decisions I would make in the future. Music is much more than 
entertainment; it is like storytelling in the Indigenous context. However, it has only been in my 
twenties and thirties that drumming has become an important way for me to express myself. 
Drumming and singing is something that I was taught by my family at a young age. This 
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connection between my family, the tradition of music and how it plays out in my life is evident 
in the following excerpt from my journal. 
I didn’t pick up a drum until one of my aunties made me a drum [a few years back.] I had 
to retire that drum, it went out of tune and I could never get it back and I’d have to heat it 
up all the time. It’s really nicely painted, I loved the design on it. I decided to sing and 
drum with my family, little did I know what an adventure it would be … and [today] I 
have much peace [in myself] and admiration for my family and their [singing] talents. 
My family learned the songs by listening to the recordings of my granny and my granny’s 
parents and Elders [of that particular generation] and my granny’s friends from other 
Dakelh communities. They shared these songs with us and taught us some of the songs, 
other communities also taught us songs and … where appropriate, my uncle and my 
cousin give back where they can, they have done workshops at youth conferences and 
they inspired a lot of youth to sing the songs. I know that the youth were really lifted up 
[when they learned the songs] and I know it made a difference. (Feb 17, 2016 Journal) 
 
Over the years, singing and drumming with my family has meant a lot to me. This is where I feel 
connected to my family and culture. As in other areas of my life, there were significant events 
that led me down paths that altered the way I lived my life. One of them was my choice to start 
singing and drumming with my family and it happened due to a major life altering event or 
celebration for my cousin. I explain this in my reflective journal: 
Going back to my cousin Stan, the day my cousin’s bone marrow donor came [to Prince 
George], I sang with my family and there was a whole bunch of us [singing and 
drumming] that night, I can’t name everybody that was there but it was most of the 
regulars and a lot of friends with us. The way the tables were set up in the Civic Centre in 
Prince George, there was candles or lights at every table and I remember as a young girl 
this event taking place I remember singing or drumming, singing I don’t fully recall but I 
know I remember seeing that event in a vision or a dream, it was one of those things 
where you know you are in the right place so from then on I’ve always sung with my 
family and we sang for a quite a few years (February 17, 2016 Journal) 
 
In my life, I have learned that when I am on purpose or in line spiritually, my spirit 
usually knows before my mind knows. That night, my spirit knew that the tables and lights were 
significant before I knew such a decision to become part of the drum group existed. I learned to 
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listen to my intuition whenever it speaks to me either through dreams, visions, or in my heart. 
Before and after I joined our family drum group we were asked to sing at different functions, 
celebrations and sometimes at our traditional Dakelh Bahlats. 
we sing at all kinds of celebrations, we sing at Bahlats, we sing where we are asked. It’s 
amazing and I love hearing our songs, I love hearing other nations sing their songs. 
There’s something about music that, tears, tears is not the right word but I’m going to 
use it now, it tears right into your [my] soul and into your [my] heart where 
communication through words, sometimes doesn’t express but at the same time I have a 
hard time doing self-expression. So songs are my outlet. … [And] I decided to sing [at 
the conference] because it was such an honourable time, I really wanted to honour my 
cousin’s bone marrow donor, for giving us more years with our cousin. Little did we 
know he wasn’t going to make it all the years … it was at that health conference that I 
joined my family and I started singing with them. I knew the songs and it was a choice I 
made to join my family … (February 17, 2016 Journal) 
 
In this way, music offered me an opportunity to connect to something greater, my family and my 
community. Music links my spirit to something bigger than me, it links me to my family, 
learning my culture and participating in my culture and when I know more about myself I have a 
stronger relationship to God, my Creator, and this is all part of healing and transformation.  
Music is also linked to running. I use music to escape in my running. By escape, I use 
music to let go of any inhibitions, and let go of the day’s troubles, the music allows me to 
process emotional and mental places of my heart and mind and not focus so much on running. 
When I focus on running too much I tend to want to stop running. Running can be a catch twenty 
two situation for me sometimes. Music helps me pass the time and helps me engage with a beat 
and the melody as I run. Music was and is healing to me then and still connects me to 
relationships with others. Music helps me transform my thinking and my attitude. For me, music 
can either be fulfilling or push me outside of my comfort zone.  
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There must be something to running and healing… Running is more than physical, 
although it is the physicality of it and that’s important but in my mind I knew it was more.  
Spiritually, I would pray for my needs, and things that bothered me. Going for a run and 
praying, felt like my connection to God, I remember telling someone that when I run I can 
pray and it feels like my own kind of church with God. (Journal, July 5, 2013)  
 
Music to me is healing and it is my belief healing comes from the Creator. Music is a gift from 
the Creator to help me and others heal. Music is part of my connection to Something Greater. 
The spiritual was the aspect of holistic health that was missing from the running and physical 
activity literature I reviewed about Indigenous people. This theme helped me uncover areas of 
my spiritual health and how it is linked to my holistic health and running. 
4.4 Honour my Life Enough to Love Myself  
 I believe each of us wants to experience love, or to have an experience of being loved. 
This is my testament to acknowledging and discovering this for myself by writing this thesis. 
Until I decided to start running and participated in the Returning to Spirit process, concurrently 
in 2009, I was not necessarily open to my personal awareness. My path was more of living in the 
past and the things I could and should have done better and being hard on myself for nearly 
every choice I made in my life. I was very critical of myself. The following is a collection of my 
own personal experiences that exemplify honouring my life enough to love myself. Finding this 
theme did not come easy.  
In my life before this self-awareness and running journey and my current life today, “I 
have been so focused on helping other people reach their full potential that I forgot about myself 
and my own potential. I was sharing this with my sister and she quickly reminded me to save 
medicine for myself” (Journal, March 31, 2016). I get caught up in helping others, and 
sometimes I become resentful when I don’t have the focus, time or energy to help others and I  
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help them anyways. Thereby, I don’t take the time to honour myself.  
When others help or encourage me while I’m helping others it feels counter intuitive or 
counter productive. I feel like I can only give my attention to giving the help or asking for help 
because I can only focus on one thing at a time. I found throughout the writing of my thesis that I 
did not give myself enough credit for what I accomplished and it wasn’t until I had seen value in 
myself that I saw the value in others and having meaningful relationships where we can honour 
one another and I did not have to minimize myself to help others. I believe that is why the theme, 
relationships and encouragement was revealed in my thesis as it was something I was very 
recently developing in my life. I felt it was important to include something that was meaningful 
to me at the time of the analysis work; I needed people and encouragement from others to help 
me and I cannot do this life all on my own. In my mind, I would rather have been needed than 
need people. Perhaps I equated this feeling of not ‘needing’ other people to feeling independent, 
strong or important. However, as I have reflected on the previous themes, needing people and 
encouragement are two different perspectives and these are not a sign of weakness. Rather, I see 
them as a sign of strength, such that I am strong enough to request help, or seek guidance. Over 
the years, I found and have been blessed to be surrounded with people who build me up; with 
them, I am more than I could ever be on my own. Recognizing this has been fundamental to my 
pursuit to honour my life enough to love myself. 
 This awareness about honouring my life did not come easy, nor was accepting that this 
was a strong theme that was emerging from my analysis and thus would have to be included in 
my thesis. The realizations came through when I was running, with one such example from 
January 20, 2016.  
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Last night I did a 3 kilometre run, I know [running] gives me a good sense of myself, and 
prayer or meditation, and clarity of thinking and expressing myself. On Sunday, I 
realized after my 7 kilometre run that it feels like my cousins’ [Roberts’] passing allowed 
me, [gave me permission] to honour my life, [through his passing I realized] our time 
here on earth is so precious. (Journal, January 20, 2016)  
Running helps me to focus when I get realizations about myself. This particular 
realization from my run on January 20, 2016 magnified the honouring my life theme that I found. 
I can think about or meditate, pray on things in my life and a run will deepen my awareness 
about the situation. This realization that ‘life is precious’ brought on new meaning to my path 
and goals in life, as my journal entry from January 21, 2016 says:  
…preparing to do my thesis and all that it encompasses, coupled with running a second 
year starting up a consulting business and living my life, having meaningful and fulfilling 
relationships are added bonuses to becoming present [and more aware] in my life.   
I am choosing to honour my life like I never have before and opportunities are presenting 
themselves to me via connections and resources for my thesis as well as the work I do with my 
consulting business for First Nations in the local area. Work and thesis writing have blessed me 
and helped me honour myself. The relationships that were already made unfolded and, the new 
relationships I built because of these recent blessings in my life have given me a new sense of 
what and who I want in my life.  
I’m honouring my life and I don’t think I had ever done this before, … being present with 
people … the people that I want more in my life and the people I don’t want in my life. I 
can choose that [or them] if I want. If I want to [choose things or people to be in my life] 
that is so free-ing. I feel blessed about that, and this thesis and the [work I do].” (Journal, 
January 20, 2016)   
 As mentioned earlier, I believe everyone wants to be loved or appreciated. Until recently 
I was caught in disempowering ways, and still, on occasion, get caught up in these ways and I  
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came to realize that life is a journey of ebb and flows, light and dark, and highs and lows. It is 
when I acknowledge the value in honouring my life enough to love myself that I find 
appreciation for what I do each day. I choose to live on purpose, and live each day to the fullest. 
There is no manual for life and until I chose to honour myself, I was described as ‘the walking, 
breathing dead’ by a facilitator from the Choices Seminars program.  
4.5 Creating Space to Fully Express Myself 
 I never honoured my life enough to create space for myself to be Me. Doing a reflective 
analysis of my life by writing this thesis has shown me this. In this analysis of my reflective 
journals and the interview data I found that there were some things I needed to let go of, the stuff 
that disempowers me, to create space for me to fully express me, and transform. It is when I am 
fully expressing myself that I am creating who I am. It’s quite easy for me to stay in the 
disempowering stuff and in reaction, but there is no fulfillment and all I am left with is hurt and 
pain. My community as well as other Indigenous people struggle with colonization and the 
forces of colonization that continue today. I am aware of the trauma and pain that my family, 
community and ancestors have gone through and endured so I can get to where I am today. I do 
not pretend to be ‘better than’ any of my family or ancestors or their paths in life. However, I 
seek to walk a path of sharing my truth with full expression, which some of my family and 
ancestors did not have the opportunity to do, due to constraints of colonial policies such as the 
Indian Act, and their attendance at residential school. Forthcoming generations experienced hurt 
due to these forces that were beyond my family and ancestor’s, as well as other Indigenous 
peoples control. Indigenous people could not be self-determining as they had been before settler  
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society arrived and brought colonialism. With my struggle for decisions, I intend to live a life of 
choice, joy and fulfillment that my ancestors were not afforded. Through this research and in my 
own life for the last four years I share some recollections about how I created space to fully 
express myself.  
One area I am learning to shift and transform my life is in my thoughts and emotions. I 
write and speak about my thoughts in a journal and in my interview. In my interview, I discuss 
my running experiences, my mental health and my relationships to my thoughts while on a run,  
[running] it’s more than a physical act, it’s the mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects 
of me…I fully express when I’m running. …It’s the chance for me to clear my thoughts 
cause I tend to over think a lot. … that’s just what I do and I’ve tried to stop it and when 
I’m running that’s when all the excess gets filtered out. [running] helps my mental health 
…it helps me clear my thoughts...things will pop into my mind about what I need to do 
and it’s almost like I have this to do list that comes up out of a run; it’s weird like things 
just become clear and the important things become more important in my life and the less 
important things [leave my mind]…when I think things are too hard, [as in] my mind will 
tell me things are hard…I have this battle with my mind and my own physical body 
‘cause I know my physical body can do it like I am healthy enough to run up a hill but yet 
something in the back of my mind tells me ‘no just walk, you need a break’ and 
sometimes I listen to that and sometimes I don’t. (Interview, February 26, 2016) 
 
In my journal, I share something similar about my thought pattern,  
…I am more analytical and logical. Sometimes my realizations [while I run or any 
reflective time] would not be instant, and my tendency to understand the whole insight 
gets the best of me, I am normally slow to react in situations, sometimes my reactions are 
all in my head, and not out there for everyone to see. (Journal, January 21, 2016) 
 
Thinking can be a proactive measure in life, however, overthinking can also keep me 
stagnant and not fulfilled. I can easily get caught up in the thinking and overthinking; it is the 
culprit that got in the way of many of my relationships and meaningful things in my life. It is 
empowering to find out about shifting my thoughts, and having the option of letting go of the  
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overthinking is a plus. In addition, I have the choice to notice when I am thinking in a 
disempowering way, notice it is there, get out of that space and choose to be myself; it is part of 
my responsibility to myself to ensure I am present to myself and others to have a fulfilling life. 
Before running and my professed first experiences with my own self-awareness I did not think 
this was possible and I hesitated on opportunities and largely reacted to everything in my life. 
 Another way that I am learning is in how to create more space to be me by transforming 
or shifting my emotions. I can always share my emotions, without hurting anyone. Breaking 
through whenever I needed to, not withholding my emotions and fully expressing them are all 
ways I learned to shift my emotions. I learned this technique while I was a participant in the 
Returning to Spirit workshop process. It is something I practice when I am running and in life. In 
my interview, I share my experience in shifting my emotions from a disempowering place to one 
of empowerment and fulfillment.  
Transformation and running…is linked in the sense running has been healing to me like I 
mentioned [in previous journals] prayer time and the ability to shift my emotions [is 
healing that takes place in the moment] because sometimes my emotions are like a raging 
sea and it can be really bad and I can let emotions take over. … running it’s that me time, 
it’s me time with God, … when I go out running those raging seas can really be calmed, 
… when I’m running ‘cause I’m finding that when I used to cry a lot I could just fall into 
a depression. And sometimes running is that pick me up that I need to calm those raging 
seas. (Janine Luggi Interview, February 26, 2016)  
 
In my experience, running can be used as a tool to shift or let go of emotions that are 
disempowering to me by using my energy toward running and not towards disempowerment.  
When the disempowering emotions I experience are calmed, I create space for me to be me.  
 When I realized that I could create space for me to be me, I started applying the 
empowering thoughts, words and actions in my life. The most powerful thing I did for myself 
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was to use my words to declare my future as I believe the words that I speak are important to 
create my future. In my interview, I discuss the time that I ran up UNBC hill and was in a place 
of emotional breakdown and I was grieving my cousin Stan,  
It was physically tough, my quads were hurting, my calves were hurting and I was like, 
ok I’m just going to keep going, what do you have to lose Janine? I started thinking about 
my cousin and I was overwhelmed with grief and crying. … (Janine Luggi, interview, 
February 26, 2016).   
 
I started doing the empowering self-talk, “Janine this is ironic because you're running up UNBC 
hill and you know why don’t you look into [going back to school]? (Janine Luggi, interview, 
February 26, 2016). I then made a declaration to attend graduate studies:  
“that’s what came to mind…I started getting more overwhelmed with emotions and 
crying [more crying] and I’m like this is unbelievable, I never thought I was going to go 
for a master’s degree but shortly after this run I decided to talk to some folks and I ended 
up applying for grad studies and I got in. (Janine Luggi, interview, February 26, 2016)  
 
Graduate studies became part of my life plan and this run was a turning point in my life 
“…one of those times where it was like a game changer, a life changing moment for me and my 
running” (Janine Luggi, interview, February 26, 2016). It was another moment in my life where 
running and the new knowledge about myself profoundly changed the way I saw myself and my 
life, and Created Space for me to Fully Express Myself.  
 Another instance where words created space for me to be me was my participation in 
Choices. I made a declaration about what I wanted more of out of life. I made a contract,  
…my choices contract was “I am a free and confident woman.” There are elements of my 
life where I don’t feel confident but it’s believing [and] deserving. [I realized as days 
went on the word free did not fit my contract so I added deserving because there are 
times when I don’t feel so deserving] and I changed my contract to “I am a confident and 
deserving woman.” (Journal, October 5, 2015) 
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 Through running and self-reflecting and reflecting at challenging and peaceful times I 
find that I can always find the tools necessary through the work I did at Returning to Spirit, 
Choices Seminars and from my own empowering self-talk and coaching from others. I have the 
means necessary to learn and keep unfolding any kind of trauma or disempowering reactions that 
come into my life. When I choose to let go of the disempowering, I have room for the 
empowering to show up and to create myself. There is power in words, and I can create more 
personal power in my life when I choose to make a declaration to create my future and myself in 
a new way. As I write these findings for my thesis, I now see these possibilities everywhere, and 
I leave the reader with the following quote to exemplify how I am feeling about this process I 
have documented for the course of my personal thesis research.  
There is something about running and other forms of physical fitness…you learn 
something about yourself. The act of becoming healthier and stronger, makes you more 
aware of what you can do [in life]. … Running for me has been about healing. It didn’t 
first start out that way, it was more of an activity that I wanted to learn, to gain 
confidence in and found healing at levels I never knew possible, especially the releasing 
of grief for family members. Healing is about growing into who you are, who you are 
meant to be, your calling and forgetting everything else that doesn’t work for you. 
(Journal, October 14, 2013).  
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Chapter 5 – Summary & Recommendations 
 This thesis has emerged in five chapters, in response to the following research question:  
What role has running and spirit played, and does it continue to play, in my health and 
transformation of me as a Dakelh woman? In Chapters 1 and 2, I provided a background and 
overview of three broad areas of literature that were useful in informing my research. This 
included: (i) a discussion about Indigenous Peoples’ understandings of spirit in health and 
wellness, (ii) holistic health and transformation, and (iii) running for Indigenous Peoples’ well 
being. The literature demonstrates that Indigenous peoples tend to understand health from a 
holistic perspective; this includes a spiritual, physical, emotional and mental component to 
health. Research also suggests that Indigenous people reported that they thought that physical 
activity was good for their holistic health. However, the spiritual aspect of holistic health is 
underemphasized in the literature. My experience identifies the importance of spirit which I 
connected to through running in my search for holistic health as a Dakelh woman.  
I went on to discuss my methodological framework and methods in Chapter 3. I applied 
decolonizing and Indigenous methodologies as well as a strength based lens to guide my 
research. As an Indigenous person navigating the world of academia, both decolonizing and 
Indigenous methodologies allowed me to uncover and share the truth of my experiences and how 
they are influenced by colonial systems, in ways that made sense to my worldview. These 
methodologies and frameworks compliment my choice of autoethnography, which I used to 
reflect critically on my personal journals and interview. This thesis serves as a testimony of the 
personal transformation process I have undergone over the last seven years. My thesis is centered 
not only around my love for running, but also the role that running played as the catalyst in my 
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journey of transformation. The compilation of experiences documented in this thesis are largely 
based on my personal journals written between 2012 and 2016, as well as my interview data. It 
was in this reflection of my life and running that I compassionately and critically learned the 
most about myself, the way I interact with myself, life and others. I found through the research 
and writing process that I am quite hard on myself. I tend to make mountains out of mole hills, 
and I realized this thesis writing process is a big step for anyone to take on. I find if I can set up 
my projects in life into smaller steps versus thinking of the entire process and that I need to get it 
all done in one shot, then I set myself up for completion. I need to make intention(s) to project 
my visionary ideas into smaller and tangible steps. For this thesis, I did not plan for many things 
to come up in life, such as family members passing away, work related tasks, family time, and 
social time to get in the way of my thesis. However, today I see that there needs to be a balance 
in everything, and the answer came out in response to my research question, “What role has 
running and spirit played, and continue to play, in my health and transformation of me as a 
Dakelh woman?” By reflecting on this research question, and answering this question through 
my reflective journals and the answers to the interview questions I created information gathering 
I found out some major insights.  
In Chapter 4, five themes emerged from the review and analysis of my personal journal 
entries and interview as part of my study. The themes are: (i) Space for Self-Reflection; (ii) 
Relationships and Encouragement; (iii) My Connection to Something Greater; (iv) Honouring 
my Life Enough to Love Myself; and (v) Creating Space to Fully Express Myself.  
Lastly, Chapter 5 provides a summary and a few final insights that I gained throughout 
this thesis process, as well as presenting the limitations and my recommendations for future 
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research. Although this thesis must end, this transformation process of my life will never end. As 
discussed above, this thesis offers a glimpse into a short period of my life, a collection of 
experiences that I had gone through and moved through, however, I realize life will continue to 
happen. As life goes on, I will continue to grow and change in response to experiences that I 
have and the choices that I make.  
5.1 Final Insights - Awetza 
 I was surprised to find the five identified themes that emerged from the analysis of my 
journal entries and interview data. I see how these themes subtly emerged in my life. But now I 
realize these themes were fleeting and evolving. When I critically reflected on these themes and 
wrote my Chapter 4 discussion they became solid representations of where I am in my life to 
date. These themes may present a precursor for what may unfold in my life in the future. 
Although this thesis presents themes, I recognize that this process also led to an increased 
awareness of myself as a student of life. These themes will evolve over time, and will grow as I 
grow, as I react to situations, as I learn lessons, as I experience more joy and fulfilment. As I 
reflect on the themes drawn from my journal, I am amazed at the breadth of the experiences I 
shared in the journals. My running and writing has allowed me an outlet to be present to and in 
my life, now more than ever. Don’t get me wrong, unbeknownst to myself and sometimes known 
to myself, I still try to hang onto pain from the past or remember the past through an instant 
reaction, however, I am now much more mindful of how present I am to my life and everyone 
and everything around me. For the most part I would much rather experience joy and fulfillment, 
versus pain, suffering and not being present or aware of my life’s purpose and surroundings. The 
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reconnection to my family and friends through this transformation journey and running has been 
profound for fulfillment in my life.   
 As documented in this thesis, my experiences with running created an opening for my 
transformation journey to take place. I liken this awareness to the opening of a window; I had the 
window cracked open on my entire life, however, it was not until I started running that the 
window opened wider. I became much more aware of myself and the world around me when I 
started running. I am certain that the window will open further when I am open to possibilities I 
am not aware of yet, and they will point my life towards the goals and opportunities that will 
bring me further fulfillment. But, this figurative window will close when I attempt to recreate the 
past, or react to present situations as if they are from the past (i.e. bringing up hurtful past 
experiences as if they are taking place in the present). This was reflected in the findings of this 
thesis, especially in the theme “Space for Self-Reflection.” 
 Within the last few years, I found the insights that I had because of running became 
intertwined with other areas of my life, much like the growth of a tree. Seeds are planted 
naturally or someone comes along and plants the trees; it doesn’t matter how it is done, but it 
gets done. Throughout my life, I planted seeds myself, through my decisions and actions. Others 
have planted seeds for me, for example, those who taught me, parented me, and brought me up. 
When I recognize the seedlings, and nourish them, the tree grows. In doing so, the tree starts 
growing bigger roots, which creates a sturdier foundation from which the tree can flourish. The 
branches of each tree grow larger and start to become more intertwined with other trees, creating 
a full and beautiful canopy, and it becomes harder to tell where the branches of one tree end and  
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the next begin. This analogy showed me I needed to take better care of myself and honour my 
life. For example, as documented in this thesis, I have spent a lot of time and energy nourishing 
and being planted firmly within my love of running. More recently I began to nourish and take 
on weight lifting as another gift for me to tap into. I did not want to start lifting weights when I 
started, but I knew it was good for me and would make me stronger, a better runner, and would 
challenge my limits the way running challenged me. I carried my self-awareness (heightened 
through running) into my pursuit of weight lifting, recognizing that it too offered a meditative 
aspect that made me feel good. The mind body spirit connection that I feel with running I felt 
with weight lifting too.  
 Together, with running and weightlifting, I now have a sense of possibility for myself 
that I never knew existed. In times of grief and hardship, I made attempts at feeling good about 
myself and I turned to things such as running, weightlifting or other means to help myself so I do 
not always harbor sadness or hurt in my heart. It’s ok to have feelings but now I know it’s not 
healthy to stay in those feelings for a long time. Previously, I would suppress my feelings and 
self-expression and I would only get hurt. Moving forward, I will translate this new knowledge 
about myself from running, to weightlifting, to other areas of my life where I can to continue 
creating new possibilities for myself. With this analogy, the opportunities for all areas of my life 
open for me waiting to be painted on a blank canvas. 
 In the analysis of my journal entries and interview, I noticed that I used my experiences 
more from my journals than the interview. The conclusion I draw from this is that writing my 
journals allows me to fully express myself, which is a theme drawn from my research. When  
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writing in my journals, I feel comfortable sharing what I want to share without worrying about 
the non-perceived or perceived expectations that my interviewer (or others around me) might 
have of me. This is in some ways ironic since this thesis has the potential to be shared broadly 
through academic circles and through other means within Indigenous circles. Throughout this 
thesis process, I learned that I tend to hold back sharing with others, even if they are a trusted 
person in my circle. This thesis process has helped me to learn to be complete with others when I 
say what I need to say to them, just as I hold this thesis to say what I need to say. It was certainly 
my intention to say what I needed to say in my thesis. 
 Conversely, writing is difficult for me. It is difficult to put words on paper when I have 
difficulty expressing myself. Writing is a way of knowing, a method of inquiry as Richardson, 
(2000) notes, I would find it challenging at times for me to express myself through writing and 
speaking, and especially through writing as I believe I am getting better at expressing myself 
through conversations. Writing my thesis has been a grappling experience to stretch beyond my 
comfort zone because I am not used to expressing myself through my words, so ‘withholding my 
words’ is something that is common for me and I am learning how to move beyond this.  
  This thesis is an acknowledgement of events that took place in my life. I named some of 
these events, associated feelings, thoughts and actions that have proved disempowering and I 
provided words to acknowledge this pain that I could break through. There is a disruptive 
statement that comes to mind, and this was taught to me at Choices Seminars: “you cannot 
change or heal what you do not acknowledge.” This thesis is a testament to acknowledging these 
hurtful experiences, and the lessons learned through these scenarios in my life. What I shared  
 
 
 
 
85 
within this thesis is an example of changing what was hurtful in the past, unfolding and 
acknowledging these hurtful times and shifting these into something new or more peaceful in my 
heart. This statement that I learned at Choices Seminars can connect to another disruptive 
statement I learned in Returning to Spirit that states, “no two things can occupy the same space.” 
For example, disempowerment cannot cover up empowerment, or vice versa. In my reflective 
journals, I shared what I needed to say and acknowledged these hurtful things and chose to let 
these things go, to prevent them from having power over me. My thesis process allowed for more 
self-expression. Thus, I conclude that healing and transformation takes place when I am fully 
expressing myself and I can be me, as reflected in my theme, “Creating Space to Fully Express 
Myself.”  
 Part of the letting go I did in the data gathering for this thesis was through my own 
personal process of unlearning the habits and pains of the past. When I learn something new 
about myself, I tend to go through a hard time as is written in my reflective journal excerpts and 
interview data. Sometimes I feel a physical hurt, like a manifestation, when I am un-learning 
something about myself. The physical pain starts to dissipate or completely leaves when I 
acknowledge the hurt and choose to let this hurt go. The process of un-learning what I thought 
was important but can be temporarily debilitating. It is as if the whole paradigm of what I knew 
became altered. If I have a deep awareness, I need to prepare my body and my emotions for this 
process of unlearning. Custer (2014) discusses how doing autoethnography produces a similar 
experience,  
Writing autoethnography is a test of one’s ability to be vulnerable to his or her self. It 
cuts and it rips at our spiritual and psychological bodies, and can even cause the 
manifestation of injury in our physical bodies. Old wounds are reopened and exposed to 
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the world. The exposition is at first cold, calloused, and terrifying, but by keeping our 
eyes open, the courage of being naked and vulnerable begins to heal our gashes. We 
become the embodiment of courage through writing. (p. 4) 
 
I did not have this revelation during the gathering of my research or during the early writing  
 
process, it came as I was revising my concluding chapter.  
In addition to the unlearning and learning I am doing about and within myself through the 
writing of my thesis, I am noticing spaces for new areas like gratitude and compassion for this 
autoethnographic process. For example, when I get into writing and fully expressing myself with 
the writing of this thesis, I love it. This translates into other areas of my life and work as well. 
It’s hard work at the time when I am un-learning or creating new awareness about myself, but 
when I come to a place of compassion for myself, which was never there before this thesis 
process, I come to what I call heart work. And I feel much gratitude for the transformation that I 
have walked into.  
 In reflecting on my findings, I would like to include one experience that was not initially 
included in my thesis. Instead, this experience came as a realization. I see this experience as 
parallel to my theme, “Honour my life enough to love myself.” I was reminded of a time, shortly 
after my cousin Robert died in 2012. I started my half marathon training in February 2012 and 
concluded with my race in May 2012. There were two of us out of our running group who 
showed up for the hill training. I remember thinking ‘if my cousin Jessica did not send a text to 
say she was going out to do the hill repeat training I probably would not go.’ I remember it was a 
cold day and I was bundled up with layers of clothing plus a thin running jacket. I was trying to 
make myself the most comfortable and as warm as I could be. As I challenged myself to run up  
 
 
 
 
87 
and down that hill, I was not comfortable; I was cold and it was awkward. I felt challenged. I 
pushed through. I could have let the grief I experienced hold me down, rather, I chose to use this 
challenging time to break through, acknowledge the grief that was there, run, and set out to 
accomplish what I intended to do. It was such a free-ing experience, and I didn’t speak about this 
recollection until recently. Every time I am faced with a challenge and I conquer it, I learn 
something new about myself.  
 This is what happened for me this day, when my cousin Jessica asked me to do hill 
training with her. I don’t think Jessica realized how much her text message and presence had on 
me that day. I could fully express myself and do what I set out to do by pushing through 
physically, and feeling the grief and pain, running through the grief and pain and not letting it 
stop me from living life. I honoured Jessica’s request to run, and by choosing to run I honoured 
my life, and this gave me another reason to fully express myself, and heal. This experience 
taught me through an experiential and embodied way, as did other experiences including writing 
this thesis, that our lives are not about the destination but about the process that we go through. 
It’s not even about myself but what value I can find in my experiences and how to teach others 
about my experiences. Writing serves as sharing what I learned in the hope that I can share my 
experience to help one or more people, because I believe in my sharing I am reaching out and 
caring for others. This thesis is also for those who have been through similar experiences or 
trauma in hopes of transforming their/our lives. 
 This process of researching and writing about myself has shed some light on my personal 
grieving process. I have not only become aware of the way I shut down to pain or opportunities  
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in life, I am cognizant of the grieving I did or didn’t process with other members of my family 
who passed away. I found that the grief that was not processed was seemingly grieved for when I 
allowed myself to walk through the grieving process with another family member. Not too long 
after my cousin passed away, my uncle passed away in the hospital after a long illness. I found 
that in grieving for my cousin I allowed myself to grieve for my uncle in a way that honoured his 
life and honoured my life. I do not have a prescribed way of grieving but I do know that when 
feelings, emotions or crying comes up I do not any longer withhold these. I’ve learned that its 
part of the self-expression to heal and be myself. 
  Another insight I experienced during the collection of my running experiences was when 
I was with a colleague of mine and I was attempting to draw conclusions about my thesis. I 
wanted to determine how my thesis fit into my life vision and whether I wanted to continue with 
it or leave the master’s degree program. I wanted to draw a conclusion about my thesis before I 
made my decision. When I look at running, I can have a running plan or training plan or I can 
run for the fun of it. I found that life is a lot like this, we can have a plan but life seems to throw 
curve balls and we adjust accordingly. In life, I may have a plan, I can get trained and become an 
expert in my field of work. As in running and life, we can take the training, or we can take life as 
an ebb and flow. What has become remarkable since I started writing goals on paper, is how I 
find myself more determined to set out for these goals, to follow a plan if necessary and if 
something happens, I re-adjust and keep moving forward. I also listen to my instincts and clarify 
in my heart whether I want to continue with the venture or relationship, or whatever it may be.   
 This ebb and flow of life can be transferred to my running experiences, and my academic  
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journey and this metaphor can be transferred to other areas of my life. I found this a difficult 
road to walk both alone and working with mentors or other students. As I write this concluding 
chapter I find that what I stand for, my values and experiences are valid, and do not necessarily 
need the validity of an academic institution to say they are correct or not, but my writing points 
to a larger area of literature where First Nations, and intergenerational survivors of Residential 
school students can share their experiences and choose to move through any pain towards a place 
of peacefulness. 
 Since the journey noted in this thesis is an ongoing adventure, I hope what I share in this 
thesis brings new hope to others who read it. I hope it brings a love of running or love of any 
passions in life to flourish. Running is a gift to me from the Creator to help me with grief, 
trauma, and everyday stressors and to feel better. I am seeing my life in a new light and I can 
fully express myself today because of it, and because of my relationship to Spirit.  
 I am methodical in my personality. As I believed I had completed my insights on my 
research process, I found I had more to reflect on and more came to the surface for me. These 
insights were always there, but I often take some of these for granted, as if because I learned 
them that everyone else may know them. But I realize, that is not always the case. Here are these 
additional insights. 
 I noticed distinctions in my life after I experienced deeper awareness about myself. I 
started noticing distinctions everywhere, including that of reaction and responding. I never 
realized I was always reacting to life.  As a ‘logical, methodical, analytical’ personality type, I 
believed I didn’t react to situations, conversations or people. I thought it was normal to feel anger 
on a whim like it was a right for me to be angry. I was made aware of the distinction between 
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reacting and responding through several experiences. Reactions tend to bring more pain, whereas 
responding allows me to absorb the situation or conversation and better prepare myself to make 
conscious choices to respond or not respond. One of my mentors talked with me about reactions, 
and she explained to me that the issue is never the issue; it’s more about my reaction to the issue. 
Each day I am learning to see value in my reactions to life and I am more conscious of 
responding. My autoethnographic research is a compilation of this transition in my life and the 
new awareness I am experiencing.  
 I realized the insights could continue if I kept writing and left my thesis open. Before I 
handed in the draft of my thesis to my committee for a second time I had an insight reveal itself 
to me through this portion of the later part of the graduate study academic process. I was familiar 
with disconnection in my life.  
 Experiencing disconnection is an ongoing issue in my life. My interpretation of 
disconnection is when I am disconnected to life and my relationships. At times, I feel 
disconnected in the moments, when I am no longer present due to something that hurts me that 
reminds me of a past experience, experiencing trauma or re-traumatized, or anytime I don’t want 
to listen or be present to a situation or conversation. I think of a time when I abused alcohol to 
escape from life. From my teenage years to mid-twenties I used alcohol to cope with life when in 
fact all I needed to do was give myself a chance to get to know myself. The disconnection I 
experience is an ongoing issue that I would like to resolve. I realize it is my responsibility to see 
when this disconnection takes place in my life. I don’t always see the disconnection and 
sometimes others see the disconnection. I have many coaches I can turn to, to seek coaching for  
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my life. I love when I see the disconnection in myself and I feel the reward is mine when I can 
see it in myself. I don’t want to lose this ability to see disconnection in myself. When I am 
connected to my writing, my business, and the people around me I enjoy life and I am most 
likely to acknowledge myself, and acknowledging myself is something I still grapple with but I 
am working on. I am connected when I am fully expressing myself and connected to my life and 
those around me. I experienced disconnection more often in my life than not. For example, I 
reflect on the time when my cousin Robert died unexpectedly and I was in a state of confusion 
and shock and in those days after the explosion I wasn’t connected to my life. A recent time I felt 
disconnected was when my thesis committee provided revisions on my thesis. I was in disbelief 
about the comments I received and I needed to adjust some of my writing. These comments only 
made my writing better. 
 Another area of my life that I learn the most about myself is discovering how I allow 
expectations to run my life. This is directly linked to my thesis writing. I create expectations 
whether these are derived from my own mind or something I take on from somebody because I 
believe it was the right thing for me. When I am in this frame of mind I have no space to fully 
express myself. As I make revisions on my thesis I still grapple with some expectations. I was 
happy to find this quote from McIvor, an Indigenous scholar using an Indigenous methodology 
and the autoethnographic method, states, “I struggled to begin this paper in ‘the right way.’ I 
continually felt a compulsion to frame, justify, and defend what I was doing within a Western 
framework that would, be ‘acceptable,’” (p. 138) My expectations continue to dominate my 
writing and life. I need to be mindful of expectations and when they are well intentioned or if  
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these expectations are unreasonable? A mentor of mine recently pointed out that when we 
experience expectations that we need to switch the expectation to appreciation. I am still 
absorbing these words and know it’s important for my self-awareness. However, I will leave this 
comment as a mark for my current analysis or understanding to implement this tool in my life.   
 I have been witness to more awareness throughout this journey especially since I started 
running and when I examined the grief within this thesis process, I realize that it has taken hurt 
and challenge for me to realize that I am strong. In my brokenness, I become strong. Through 
this painful and challenging period in my life, I realized I have woken up to my life and I am 
ready for the possibilities of my future.  
 At the heart of all this research and writing, dialoguing about my research with others I 
found that my thesis about myself is a testament of my life. Despite the hardships experienced 
any time in my life, living as an intergenerational overcomer of the residential school system 
among other colonial injustices, this work is a testament to my personal resilience and 
transformation that was woken up as a response to my own participation as a runner and the 
connection to Spirit deeply found during the running which is now translating into other areas of 
my life. I share with deep optimism because I have been through a lot and have overcome a lot 
so I can share with others. I don’t share this testament too lightly, it was made through much 
sweat, tears, and countless hours away from friends and family. So, with that I share this thesis 
as a completion, a reference to Returning to Spirit, where I share my words with others to regain 
my personal power, to have more peace over my life by way of saying what I need to say, and 
getting to the bottom line with my words to express myself, and sharing my peace without 
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making anyone else wrong, or blaming or creating any kind of self-praise on my part. This thesis 
is written as a completion to let go, and declare new words into the future, to sing a new song. 
 From my perspective, decolonization is removing the robes of history and current 
experience that do not give me joy and fulfillment.  My use of the term decolonization is from a 
personal, individual standpoint. It is my way of addressing colonization. I am not decolonized 
every day. For me to be decolonized is about decolonizing my heart and mind despite the 
colonialism around me. It is my personal responsibility to decolonize my heart and mind of 
colonialism that has attempted to shred every part of myself and my Dakelh people to make me 
turn away from myself. The spiritual processes I participated in have shown me that my 
expression of self is important for joy and fulfillment to be present in my life. When I am sharing 
my self-expression to others this is my own kind of decolonization of my heart and mind. The 
acknowledgment of the victimhood I had taken on was the first step in removing the robes 
colonization had me wear if I decided to remain there. I chose to move on.  This revolutionary 
moment of my life was the start of my decolonization and transformative journey. This is my life 
story. 
 This story includes the trauma I and my family and ancestors experienced as a direct 
outcome of the Indian Act, the forced settlement onto reserve land, residential school 
experiences and intergenerational trauma. Despite these events that took place I am still here to 
share my story of overcoming and resilience. This shows Dakelh ways of knowing and doing are 
valid and prove transformative and healing.  
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5.2 Limitations 
 In this section, I will discuss two limitations that should be considered when reading this 
thesis. First, this thesis documents the experiences of a single First Nations woman, specifically a 
Dakelh woman. My findings are not intended to reflect the experiences of all Dakelh women, all 
Dakelh or any or all First Nations women. It is important to recognize that Indigenous 
communities, as well as individuals and families make up those communities are unique and 
diverse entities.  
Secondly, in this thesis process, I had to create my own boundaries about what I wished 
to share and what I was not comfortable including in this thesis. Additionally, because I used an 
autoethnographic approach, and since I belong to a small community, I also had to use caution to 
ensure that I did not put myself or my family and friends in a vulnerable position by divulging 
too much. However, as in other qualitative research, I followed ethical procedures and sought 
consent to ensure that I did not present any unnecessary risk for myself and others.  
5.3 Recommendations for Future Research 
 There is no defining moment within my thesis where I decided that future research had 
or needed to be conducted hereafter. It was a strong feeling that came over me, a voice within me 
saying, “now that you have reflected on yourself and done research on yourself, you can go out 
and do research on your community or another community for the betterment of First Nations 
people.” I do not know if this is a nudge to do PhD work or if this is linked to the present work I 
do for First Nations communities. Time will tell.  
 Given the role that running has played in my own journey of transformation and 
healing, I would recommend that more research be done which explores the role of running, or 
 
 
 
 
95 
other physical activities, endurance sports, weight lifting or other sports for healing and 
transformation of Indigenous people in Northern British Columbia. Additionally, it would also 
be interesting to do more research to explore the understandings of spirit, as it relates to holistic 
health, among the Dakelh, or among different First Nations living in Northern British Columbia.  
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